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ABSTRACT
This thesis explores the concept of bestsellers in the twenty-first century, with a particular
focus on six novels written by contemporary southern authors. These novels are analyzed
through the lens of social consciousness, with attention to how they reflect current social issues,
and how they engage with and subvert cultural and literary stereotypes. Bestsellers are books that
are widely read, shared and discussed, often because they connect to concerns about identity; this
study speculates on the influence of bestsellers on national and regional reader identity,
specifically race, gender and class. Chapter I explores feminine roles in Lee Smith's The Last
Girls and Jill McCorkle's Life After Life. Chapter II considers the exploitative qualities of
religion and capitalism in Ron Rash's Serena and Wiley Cash's A Land More Kind Than Home.
Chapter III looks at the tensions between authorship and race in Kathryn Stockett's The Help and
Sue Monk Kidd's The Secret Life of Bees. Southern bestsellers reflect and shape the interests and
concerns of readers, cultural shifts throughout the country, and the identity of the South in the
twenty-first century.
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INTRODUCTION: SOUTHERN BESTSELLERS AND SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS
This thesis explores how contemporary bestselling southern novels reflect aspects of
southern culture and identity, contribute to popular conceptions inside and outside of the region,
and affect a sense of social consciousness. The six novels that are the focus of this study both
engage with and subvert southern literary conventions and cultural stereotypes. They are social
novels that have cultural capital because they spark debate about current issues in the South. The
books are considered as “literary”, which means that publishers present them as, “complex,
literate, multilayered novels that wrestle with universal dilemmas”, but they are also
commercially successful.1 Some are the product of regional crossover, created by a southern
author but edited, published and marketed out of New York, with the aim to achieve high sales
nationally. Others are produced in their home region, and with changes to the publishing industry
– such as the importance of the internet and major house mergers – there may be an increase in
books that are written by southern authors and published by southern presses that achieve
national success. These novels draw criticism as well as praise for controversial decisions about
how to represent the region and the nature of authorship when writing about race, gender and
class. An examination of the themes, genre conventions, marketing, and, in some cases, film
adaptations, is a way to explore how readers conceptualize the South today.
This thesis takes a cultural studies approach to literature, with consideration to how the
novel can influence readers' sense of identity and their ideas of the region. Race, gender and class
1 Joyce Saricks, Readers' Advisory Service in the Public Library (Chicago: American Library Association
Publishing, 2005), 32.

1

are treated as the main components to identity formation. Each chapter deals with different
cultural forces that affect authors, characters and readers, with Chapter I considering female
marginalization and feminism, Chapter II focusing on religion and capitalism, and Chapter III
examining racism and racial disparities. These bestsellers are also social novels, defined as a,
“work of fiction in which a prevailing social problem, such as gender, race, or class prejudice, is
dramatized through its effect on the characters of a novel”; they have the potential to bring social
problems into public debate and affect individual and regional identity.1 It is first of all necessary
to consider what a bestseller is, where and how it is created, the processes of buying and selling,
and the South's increasing participation in creating its own bestsellers.

1

Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. "social problem novel", accessed April 11, 2014,
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/664323/social-problem-novel.
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A History of the Bestseller
A bestseller is generally defined as a book with a high number of sales. More specifically,
a bestseller in the United States refers to its presence on lists compiled by the New York Times, as
well as Publishers Weekly, and, more recently, Amazon. In 1885, The Bookman published the
first American bestseller list, followed by Publishers Weekly in 1912 and the New York Times
Book Review in 1931.2 The first New York Times list referred to books sold in New York City, but
by 1942 it was expanded to include sales from twenty-two cities; shortly after it became
national.3 The Times first began compiling its list by polling around 250 general interest
bookstores on the phone. In 1977, they strove to be more accurate by sending questionnaires to a
sample of 675 retailers out of 1,400 stores and collating the data on computers.4 The number of
retailers increased to 3,000 by the 1990s, and 4,000 by the millennium. However, their methods
of gathering data were still largely similar to the earliest bestseller lists, with some attempt to
fairly include sales from independent stores as well as franchised stores.
In 2001, the Nielsen Company launched the Nielsen BookScan. This uses point of sale
data from a number of places, covering approximately 70% of retail outlets, to gather an overall
estimate of copies sold.5 Daniel Gross argues in a Slate article that this access to book sales is
used by authors and journalists for “schadenfreude”, disparaging those who have not sold as
much as predicted. Although most publishers do subscribe to BookScan, they only release the
sales data of their products when it is flattering.6 Nielsen BookScan is a more accurate way to
2
3

4
5

6

Brian Hill and Dee Power, The Making of a Bestseller (Chicago: Dearborn Trade Publishing, 2005),16.
Ezra Greenspan and Jonathan Rose, ed., Book History Volume 3 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 2000), 290.
Greenspan and Rose, 290.
Daniel Gross, “Book Clubbed: Why writers never reveal how many books their buddies have sold”, Slate, June
2, 2006, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://www.slate.com/articles/business/moneybox/2006/06/book_clubbed.html.
Gross, “Book Clubbed.”
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track book sales, especially given that it can more easily include independent and regional
retailers, yet the exact figures are still not publicized in regard to bestseller lists. Toby Usnik, the
Executive Director of Public Relations for the New York Times Company, explains, “The number
of sales for any title is confidential. You can imagine why: were we to reveal the sales
magnitudes, there would be no end to the number of manipulations the lists would be subjected
to by overzealous publishers, agents, and the authors themselves, scrambling to buy up their own
books in order to attain a false ranking. So the only way we can really maintain the integrity of
the lists is to never reveal the sales thresholds needed to step on.”7 Amazon has been much more
public about their algorithms, which means that sales thresholds can be more easily understood
by users.8
The major American book trade publishing houses produce around 75% of the books that
become bestsellers.9 Often referred to as the “big five”, these dominant companies are Simon &
Schuster, Hachette, Macmillan, Harper Collins and Penguin Random House, the latter having
merged in June 2013. Following this merger, Boris Kachka wrote an op-ed for the New York
Times, “Book Publishing's Big Gamble”, where he argues that mergers ultimately result in
limitations. Kachka states that conglomerated publishing houses frustrate writers and agents by
denying the opportunity for constituent imprints to bid against each other for manuscripts,
resulting in fewer options and lower advances. He also argues that these conglomerates have “the
tendency to homogenize and focus on a few general fields like ambitious nonfiction, accessible
literary fiction or thrillers” rather than being open to a variety of manuscripts. Kachka predicts
that this may result in authors – and would-be bestsellers – looking for alternative options with
7
8

9

Hill and Power, 19.
Lyndon Stambler, “The Highs and Lows of Rankings on Amazon”, August 6, 2007, accessed April 17, 2014.
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/06/business/media/06rank.html?_r=0.
Hill and Power, 16.
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self-publishing, online publishing and independent and regional presses.10
Kachka suggests that regional publishers outside of New York may be the future for many
authors as an alternative to the constraints of the big five: “Graywolf, Milkweed and
McSweeney's (none of them in New York) may not have the resources of their spiritual
predecessors, but they have what new owners often lack: personality, mission and focus.” He
mentions two regional publishers based in Minneapolis and a third in San Francisco, but there
are examples of publishers in the South with the same attributes. In order to understand the
position of southern publishing houses, it is necessary to consider the history of American
publishing in general, and the history of southern publishing in particular. One of the most
important aspects of southern publishing is the establishment of university presses that focused
exclusively on regional interests. Not all university presses expanded to publish fiction –
although some do – but they may have encouraged the establishment of regional independent
presses, some of which have successfully produced bestsellers.
Retail location and method greatly impact book sales. One of the major advantages that
large publishing houses have is their access to resources for promoting and distributing their
books. However, the location and method of sale in the industry is constantly in flux. Book
selling began as a mostly independent venture, which was then practically eclipsed by chain
retailers. In 1958, independent bookstores accounted for 72% of all sales. By 1980, it was down
to 40%, and decreased through the 1990s from 24% to 16%. By 2006, independent bookstores
accounted for just 16% of all book sales.11 Now, chain bookstores have to compete with online
10

11

Boris Kachka, “Book Publishing's Big Gamble”, New York Times, July 9, 2013, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/10/opinion/book-publishings-big-gamble.html?_r=0.
John B. Thompson, Merchants of Culture: The Publishing Business in the Twenty-first Century, (Malden: Polity
Press, 2010), 3.
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retailers – mainly Amazon – and general retailers such as Walmart. Some studies suggest that
independent bookstores may be making a comeback, appealing to consumers as physical, brickand-mortar places to browse books and interact with shop owners and members of the
community.12 How a book is bought and sold, shared and publicly discussed has a huge impact
on its success and its potential to become a bestseller. Therefore, it is valuable to examine the
book selling industry in the South and the relationship between bookstores and authors.

12

Wendy Kaufman, “It still isn't easy, but independent bookstores are doing better”, NPR, November 27, 2013,
accessed December 6, 2013. http://www.npr.org/2013/11/27/247468341/independent-book-stores-enjoy-a-bit-ofa-renaissance.
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Publishing in the South: University Presses and Independent Regional Houses
The origins of the American publishing industry began with the illegal reprinting of
British novels through the nineteenth century. Once international copyright laws were
established, American publishers had to work on cultivating and distributing novels from their
own country.13 It was not until the 1920s that publishing and book trading became mainstream
industries. Post-World War I America had an increased population that was becoming more
educated, and more literate. The decreasing production and printing costs allowed for books to
be sold at lower prices, making them more accessible to the general population rather than a
luxury item for the wealthy.14 In addition, the American Public Library Association announced
their commitment to increasing access to books, and more libraries opened around the country.15
Despite the hardships of the Great Depression, the 1920s-1940s is often considered to be the
“Golden Age” of publishing, when editors were the skilled arbiters of taste for the nation.
However, in his part-memoir The Time of Their Lives: The Golden Age of American Book
Publishers, Their Editors and Authors, Al Silverman argues that, “[the Golden Age] had to be the
years from 1946, as the harrowing savagery of World War II was washing away, to the late 1970s
and early 1980s, before the era of publishing ossification had fully set in.”16 Silverman's
description of the publishing industry in the 1980s onwards suggests a dramatic move away from
individualism and towards conformity.
Before “publishing ossification”, New York, Boston and London were full of independent
13

14

15

16

William S. Lofquist, “A Statistical Perspective on US Book Publishing” in International Book Publishing: An
Encyclopedia (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1995), 343.
Megan L. Benton, Beauty and the Book: Fine Editions and Cultural Distinction in America (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2002), 12-13.
John William Tebbel, Between Covers: The Rise and Transformation of Book Publishing in America (New York:
Oxford University Press), 271-272.
Al Silverman, The Time of Their Lives: The Golden Age of American Book Publishers, Their Editors and
Authors (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2008), 2.
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publishing houses with distinct identities. Although many were chiefly businesses aiming to
make a profit, there were editors who had an interest in discovering innovative, iconic authors to
be read for generations. Some of the prominent New York publishing houses of the 1950s and
before are still well-known names today, such as Random House, Simon & Schuster, Scribner,
Doubleday, Viking, Alfred Knopf, Farrar, Straus & Giroux and W. W. Norton.17 John B.
Thompson describes publishers as independent businessmen with the freedom to follow their
own convictions: “These publisher-owners were often men of strong character and opinion – and
they nearly always were men. They knew what they wanted to publish and they built their lists
on the basis of their own judgment and taste – and, as they grew larger and delegated more
responsibility to editors, on the basis of the judgment of their editors.”18 By the 1960s, many
publishing entrepreneurs were retiring from the business, and small family-run houses were
finding it difficult to compete financially; many decided that the best hope for the future was to
merge with other houses and companies. Thompson argues that when large corporations began
acquiring publishing houses, it lead to big shifts in the industry: “In a field where there had once
been dozens of independent publishing houses, each reflecting the idiosyncratic tastes and styles
of their owners and editors, there were now five or six large corporations, each operating as an
umbrella organization for numerous imprints, many of which still bore the names of previously
independent houses that were now part of a larger organization, operating with varying degrees
of autonomy depending on the strategies and policies of the corporate owners.”19 Thompson's
analysis predates the merging of Penguin and Random House – and reportedly some
consideration of merging between Harper Collins and Simon & Schuster – which may, as he
17
18
19

Thompson, 136-137.
Thompson, 137.
Thompson, 137.
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suggests, lead to less autonomy within the companies.20
The number of university presses began to rise during the early twentieth century,
especially by the 1920s when there was roughly one new university press formed every year.21
Although universities had acted as publishers as early as 1455 – and university presses date back
to 1521 in the United Kingdom and 1636 in the United States – these new models were
established with the particular aim to share scholarly research with those who could not access it
in other ways.22 The first university press to be founded in the South was the University of North
Carolina Press. In Chapel Hill in 1922, ten UNC faculty members and three members of the
UNC-Chapel Hill Board of Trustees founded UNC Press with the university librarian, Louis
Round Wilson, becoming the first director. According to NCPedia, UNC Press established itself
as faithful to the interests of regional scholarship, with attention those who may be otherwise
overlooked: “UNC Press was among the first publishing organizations to establish a continuing
program of books by and about African Americans, a strength of its list throughout the twentieth
century and into the twenty-first. Women's studies became an important focus beginning in the
1970s.”23 The press has also dedicated itself to important documentary collections such as The
Black Abolitionist Papers and reference works such as the Encyclopedia of Southern Culture.
UNC Press was established to support scholars of the South, and other university presses in the
region soon followed, including public schools such as Louisiana State University Press (1935),
University of Georgia Press (1938), University of South Carolina Press (1944), University of
20
21

22
23

Kachka, “Book Publishing's Big Gamble.”
Peter Givler, “University Press Publishing in the United States”, American Association of University Presses,
accessed December 6, 2013. http://www.aaupnet.org/about-aaup/about-university-presses/history-of-universitypresses.
Givler, “University Press Publishing in the United States.”
Lillian E. Crayton, “University of North Carolina Press” NCPedia, 2006, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-press.
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Arkansas Press (1945), University of Mississippi Press (1970) and private schools such as Duke
University Press (1926) and Vanderbilt University Press (1940).
University presses were also founded to fill the void of commercial publishing, which
was less equipped to support authors of scholarly and esoteric work. Peter Givler, the former
Executive Director of the American Association of University Presses, argues that, “To leave the
publication of scholarly, highly specialized research to the workings of a commercial
marketplace would be, in effect, to condemn it to languish unseen. If the aspiration of the
university was to create new knowledge, the university would also have to assume the
responsibility for disseminating it.”24 UNC Press occasionally publishes trade books, and at one
time was engaged with publishing original fiction.25 The intersections between the university
press and trade publishing are intriguing. Givler states that, “Some presses have taken on the
important role of keeping prominent local authors in print, ready to be rediscovered after their
initial popularity has faded.” One such example is Zora Neale Hurston, whose 1937 novel Their
Eyes Were Watching God was reissued by the University of Illinois Press in 1978 and lead to
commercial success and critical praise.26 They have also had a hand in discovering new authors,
such as John Kennedy Toole, whose Pulitzer-prize winning novel A Confederacy of Dunces was
published posthumously by Louisiana University Press, having been rejected by Simon &
Schuster.27 In addition, some university presses appeal to literary authors whose work is not in
line with the commercial interests – and restrictions – of the big five.
Julija Šukys, a writer and professor at the University of Missouri, was published by the
24
25
26

27

Givler, “University Press Publishing in the United States.”
Crayton, “University of North Carolina Press.”
“Celebrating 75 Years”, The Official Website of Zora Neale Hurston, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://zoranealehurston.com/news/celebrating-75-years.
Bryan Giemza, “Review of Ignatius Rising: The Life of John Kennedy Toole, by Rene Pol Revis and Deborah
George Hardy.” Southern Cultures 10, no. 1 (Spring 2004): 97-99.
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University of Nebraska Press. She hails the university press as the future for authors that cannot
find success with big houses: “Perhaps you’re not ready to jump into self-publishing (and I think
there are many reasons not to), yet find yourself agentless and therefore shut out of the abovementioned conglomerate publishing world? Perhaps you don’t want to write about vampires or
celebrities or weight loss. Well, there’s one corner of the publishing world that remains a
meritocracy (that is, publishing decisions are made largely based on the literary value of a work)
and where good writing can still find a home. This is the world of the university press.”28 Šukys
suggests that university presses are more interested in literary fiction – and, conversely, that
bestsellers are not literary fiction – but she does not consider the possibility that university
presses can produce works which are both literary and commercially successful. With the
increasing interest in publishing fiction at the University of South Carolina Press, University of
Tennessee Press, University of Georgia Press, University of Arkansas Press and Louisiana State
University Press – not to mention their connections to authors through the university faculty and
graduates of successful Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing programs – the university press
is becoming more positioned to be successful commercially.
Aside from university presses, the South is home to many independent publishing houses,
some of which have successfully produced best-selling novels. Many of the independent presses
that exist in the South (and the United States generally) were established with specific publishing
goals, such as a focus on genre fiction or special interest books for craft work, cookery, religion,
etc. Others were established with a goal similar to the independent publishing houses of New
York in the Golden Age: to find authors who would produce work that was thoughtful, complex
28

Julija Šukys, “In Praise of University Presses: How they work, what they are and why you might consider them”,
She Writes January 12, 2012, accessed December 6, 2013. http://www.shewrites.com/profiles/blogs/in-praise-ofuniversity-presses-how-they-work-what-they-publish.
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and enduring. One such example is Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, established in 1983 by
Louis D. Rubin, a literary critic and professor at UNC. According to a 1989 Los Angeles Times
article, “What Rubin cared about was helping good young writers – writers who did not have
agents, who did not have New York connections – get published.”29 Although many of its authors
are southerners, Algonquin Books is not an exclusively southern fiction house. Rubin noted that
they, “had the anomaly of so many of our books getting marvelous reviews, and then not being
able to sell them very well.” Workman Publishing, an independent New York company,
purchased Algonquin Books in 1989; the owner, Peter Workman, was a personal friend of
Rubin's.30 Algonquin Books has produced bestsellers such as Lee Smith's The Last Girls (2002),
Sara Gruen's Water For Elephants (2006) and Jill McCorkle's Life After Life (2013).
Other presses across the region have similarly fascinating stories. Peachtree Publishing of
Atlanta was established in 1977 by music producer Helen Elliott. Elliott's goal was to support the
work of southern writers. Peachtree garnered national recognition and produced two bestsellers
in the 1980s, including Erskine Caldwell's With All My Might (1984).31 Despite starting as a
regional press, Peachtree has evolved to focus more on children's titles, young adult fiction and
nonfiction. By comparison, NewSouth Publishing of Montgomery, Alabama, began as a cooperative group for magazines, newspapers and newsletters (first known as Black Belt
Communications Group) but developed into a book publisher by 1989, and by 1996 it was “the
state's leading independent publisher of southern fiction, non-fiction, poetry and folklore.” When
29

30
31

Jocelyn McClurg, “Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill: The Little Publisher That Could”, Los Angeles Times,
September 22, 1989, accessed December 6, 2013. http://articles.latimes.com/1989-09-22/news/vw769_1_algonquin-books.
McClurg, “Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill: The Little Publisher That Could.”
Erskine Caldwell, With All My Might: An Autobiography (Atlanta: Peachtree Publishers, 1987); “A Proud
Tradition”, Peachtree Publishers, accessed December 6, 2013. http://peachtree-online.com/index.php/about/aproud-tradition.html.
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original owner Randall Williams partnered with Suzanne La Rosa in 2000, they “launched
NewSouth as a new independent publishing house specializing in regional books of national
interest.”32 Pelican Publishing Company of New Orleans was the result of a merger between a
“small, ailing regional publishing house” (who had published William Faulkner's first trade
publication) and a family company with an interest in reviving it.33 Pelican Publishing Company
has produced nonfiction bestsellers such as The South Was Right! by James Ronald Kennedy and
Walter Donald Kennedy. Pelican is currently a medium-sized company but is expanding
nationally and internationally. With their success in nonfiction and regional works, both
NewSouth and Pelican have the potential to start publishing bestsellers in fiction.
One of the draws of an independent press is its connection to the local community. Hub
City Writers Project of Spartanburg, South Carolina is a small non-profit literary press that
publishes around six titles a year. Hub City was established in 1995 by three local writers: John
Lane, an English professor at Wofford College, Betsy Teter, the business editor for the
Spartanburg Herald-Journal, and Gary Henderson, an investigative journalist for the same paper.
The three realized that they shared a desire for Spartanburg to establish a literary community, and
decided to organize an anthology of local writers' works. They named themselves “Hub City”
from Spartanburg's old nickname when it was still a hub for train routes across the region, and
“Writers Project” for Roosevelt's Federal Writers Project, because they felt that Spartanburg was
dealing with a sort of cultural depression. The first anthology was overwhelmingly successful,
and the unexpected level of sales led to leftover funding. They decided to establish themselves as

32

33

“About NewSouth Books”, NewSouth Books, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://www.newsouthbooks.com/pages/about.
“Pelican's History”, Pelican Publishing Company, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://www.pelicanpub.com/about.php.
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a nonprofit and commit to publishing more local books.34 Hub City provides a book contract for
the winner of the South Carolina First Novel Prize, in partnership with the South Carolina Arts
Commission; authors must have not have published any novels before, and submissions from
agents are not permitted.35 Hub City's other titles include Eureka Mill, a poetry collection by Ron
Rash, and Out Loud, a collection of oral histories from gay and lesbian southerners, which has
been the subject of national debate after the South Carolina Legislature sanctioned University of
South Carolina Upstate for assigning it as a freshman read.
Peter Givler's assessment of the financial risks associated with trade publishing are felt by
independent publishers as well as university presses: “In comparison to scholarly publishing,
trade publishing requires higher advances to authors and higher advertising and promotion costs;
markets are volatile and unpredictable, and returns of unsold stock from bookstores can turn
apparent success into fiscal disaster.”36 Many nonprofit independent publishing houses are
funded by public money – in the case of university presses, funding comes from their institutions
or a combination of state schools – and government grants such as the National Endowment for
the Humanities. They are also sometimes funded by private money – Hub City, for example,
offers an annual membership for $100 that entitles individuals to discounted books and
merchandise but also helps with their budget – or supported by parent companies as in the case
of Algonquin Books.37 Aside from finding more funding sources, independent and university
presses can pursue different methods for survival and success. Some presses focus on becoming
34

35

36
37

“About the Hub City Writers Project”, Hub City Writers Project, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://hubcity.org/writersproject/about.
“SC Arts Commission Literary Arts Program”, South Carolina Arts Commission, accessed April 5, 2014.
http://www.southcarolinaarts.com/firstnovel.
Givler, “University Press Publishing in the United States.”
“Hub City Bookshop Special Offers”, Hub City Writers Project, accessed December 6, 2013.
http://hubcity.org/bookshop/specials.
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hyper-specialized, finding a niche in the market that no one else is satisfying. Others take
advantage of the free advertising options that are available online, creating a social media
presence, which is especially popular for publishing houses that specialize in Young Adult
fiction. For some, if they continue to appeal to authors who would otherwise be bestsellers for
one of the major houses, bestsellers may lead to higher advances and the ability to support both
commercial and literary fiction.

15

Buying and Selling: Retailers, Awards and Communities
In the first half of the twentieth century, the majority of books were sold by independent
bookstores, and other retailers such as drugstores, newsagents and department stores.38 By the
1980s, independent bookstore sales had dropped by around 32% from where they were two
decades earlier.39 The success of chain retailers, namely Barnes & Noble, was the main reason for
this shift; chain retailers became popular due to the rise of mall stores in the 1960s, and the
suburbanized middle class who preferred to patronize them.40 Independent stores were often
unable to compete with chains for stock supplies, range of titles and prices. However, if the
independent stores were competent businesses, they could still survive, particularly if they were
well-connected to the local community.41 Thompson argues that chains also provided greater
accessibility to those who lived in more sparsely populated areas: “People living in parts of the
country that had, until then, been poorly served by bookstores suddenly found that there were
now two or more large bookstores within driving distance.”42 Bestsellers were displayed
prominently in the stores, for which publishers had to pay a fee.43
Ironically, with the rising costs of real estate, chains became dependent on bestsellers for
their success. As Thompson explains, “The chains had succeeded in bringing bookstores into the
shopping malls and city centers where Americans did the rest of their shopping, had made books
more available than ever before and had turned book-buying into a consumer experience like any
other. But the more books were treated like any other commodity and subjected to the same
principles of retailing, the more the chains would be forced to focus on fast-selling titles by
38
39
40
41
42
43

Thompson, 26.
Thompson, 31.
Thompson, 27.
Thompson, 32.
Thompson, 30.
Thompson, 34.

16

brand-name authors at the expense of those titles that would add depth and range to the store but
that would have much slower stock turns.”44 Chains faced another major challenge in the 1990s
with the popularity of online retailers. Amazon was launched in 1995, and by the end of 1998 it
was the third largest bookseller in the United States.45 In order to compete, Barnes & Noble
began to sell their books online in 1997, as did Borders in the same year (Borders.com was
ultimately turned over to Amazon in 2001). Amazon became an important retail outlet for more
obscure and specialist booksellers, books that were the products of small and university presses,
due to Amazon's ability to respond to a variety of demands.46
Walmart and other mass-merchandizing chains have become competitors for selling
bestsellers in particular. They typically offer a smaller selection of books than regular bookstores
but are able to sell their offerings with considerable discounts.47 Another major shift in the book
selling industry is the increase in electronic reading devices, from computer e-books to personal
electronics such as the Kindle, launched by Amazon in 2007, and its competitor the Nook.
Amazon reports that its e-book sales are now higher than its print sales, which has caused much
speculation that books will eventually become obsolete. Despite the convenience of a device like
the Kindle, it so far does not seem to replace a lot of the reasons that consumers value printed
copies, from lending books to friends to teaching children to read.48 Certain books, such as
academic textbooks, may be preferable to buy at a lower cost and easier stored for traveling, than
works of fiction that carry sentimental value. Additionally, there would have to be huge
44
45
46
47
48

Thompson, 34.
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developments in the accessibility and affordability of these devices on a larger scale. Although
chains are struggling to compete with the discounts offered by electronic alternatives, internet
retailers and mass general stores, this provides independent bookstores with a unique
opportunity. As with previous generations, modern independent bookstores offer a physical
brick-and-mortar space that has the power to connect a whole community. In addition, physical
bookstores can provide social experiences to readers from book clubs to writing groups to
conferences to author events, all of which influence book sales.
Southern author Lee Smith is a big supporter of independent bookstores for these reasons:
“To remain vital these stores have become centers for conversation, for learning, for discussion;
they become little clubhouses in their own communities. They are keeping alive the interest in
serious fiction, serious poetry and serious nonfiction within our communities.” She also credits
them as being uniquely supportive of book sales, in a way that is distinct from chain retailers:
“The stores will order your books, and the store managers will stock them where they can be
seen. They are more open to giving new writers a chance and to recommend their work to
customers.” John Valentine, the co-owner of The Regulator Bookshop in Durham, North
Carolina, says that author appearances are beneficial for book sales, and that Smith is a great
example: “With Lee's name anywhere on the bill, 100 more people will walk through our front
door... She's the Michael Jordan of southern literature; folks just want to be around her.”49 The
southern states are home to many successful independent bookstores that support both national
bestsellers and new, local writers. These stores often compile their own bestseller lists to more
accurately reflect the reading interests of the area, which may draw even more attention to
49
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southern authors.
One such example is the Hub City Bookshop in downtown Spartanburg, established by
the Hub City Writers Project in 2010. The one previous local bookstore of Spartanburg, a familyrun business, closed down when the owners retired, leaving only a Barnes & Noble reachable by
car. With the help of over 300 community members and a generous donation from the former
mayor, Bill Barnet, Hub City raised $300,000 to renovate the Masonic Temple, creating a
bookstore, coffee bar and bakery.50 The bookstore hosts readings from visiting authors, some of
whom have published bestsellers, including Jill McCorkle, Lee Smith, Wiley Cash and Ron
Rash. The bookstore functions as a local meeting place, the hosting weekly book clubs, writing
workshops and summer camps for teenagers. The Hub City Bookshop is unusual as a nonprofit
model, appealing to consumers for their contribution to the community: “When you shop with
us, you help send our community’s best young writers to college. You help us publish beautiful
and important new books. You participate in bringing a writer-in-residence to our city. You
underwrite creative writing workshops. You help create a cultural hot spot. You make our city a
literary center of the South.”51 Jon Sealy, whose debut novel The Whiskey Baron was published
by Hub City in March 2014, says that he was drawn to the organization in part because of their
direct experience with book selling: “Because they have a bookshop, they know books well and
they know the business, and I really feel at home with them.”52
One of the ways in which southern independent bookstores are recognized and supported
regionally is by the Southern Independent Booksellers Alliance (SIBA), which is a trade
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association dedicated to “independent, privately held, brick & mortar, commercially zoned
bookstores with a retail storefront, in our region.”53 They offer services for bookstores,
publishers, distributors, sales representatives, authors, teachers, librarians and prospective
booksellers.54 These services include educational programs, events, trade shows and the
promotion of “a high standard of ethics and business practices among the membership.”55 SIBA
also recognizes regional presses, bookstores and authors with its annual awards and regional
bestseller lists. SIBA members can nominate books to be chosen as Okra Picks, as well as for the
SIBA Book Award in several categories including fiction. The Okra Picks were inspired by
Oprah's Book Club, and were created partly in the hopes that they would bring attention to
otherwise overlooked regional presses.56 SIBA stipulates that all honored books “must be set in
the South, or the author must be Southern (preferably both).”57 Interestingly, some of the books
that have won awards are not only regionally important but are also national bestsellers.
Southern authors, so long as they define themselves as such, are often shown support by regional
associations and stores even if they have achieved success nationally.
The six authors whose novels are the focus of this study have all received SIBA honors,
been celebrated regionally and nationally, and achieved bestseller status by featuring on the New
York Times list. Some of the novels are debut bestsellers, whereas others are by authors who were
previously not as well known outside of the South. All six works are considered as “social
novels” due to the fact that they address contemporary social problems in the region. Chapter I
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examines the representation of southern womanhood in Lee Smith's The Last Girls and Jill
McCorkle's Life After Life, with attention to feminism, the image of the southern belle, and the
gender bias of the literary canon. Chapter II considers the enduring popularity of Appalachian
fiction, and the ways in which Ron Rash's Serena and Wiley Cash's A Land More Kind Than
Home engage with the styles and tropes of their literary predecessors to reflect the concerns of
their modern readership. Chapter III explores the connections between Sue Monk Kidd's The
Secret Life of Bees and Kathryn Stockett's The Help, particularly questions about writing and
race, and the ensuing controversy that mostly affected the latter novel. Southern bestsellers
reflect and shape the interests and concerns of readers, cultural shifts throughout the country, and
the identity of the South in the twenty-first century.
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I. SOUTHERN WOMANHOOD: LEE SMITH'S THE LAST GIRLS AND JILL
MCCORKLE'S LIFE AFTER LIFE
“They expected to be taken care of. Nobody had yet suggested to them that they might ever have
to make a living or that somebody wouldn't marry them and look after them for the rest of their
lives. They all smoked cigarettes. They were all cute. They headed down the river with absolute
confidence that they would get where they were going.”1
Southern women writers occupy a contradictory space that is influenced by both
feminism and the construction of the southern belle. Novels that are written by and for women
are sometimes categorized within the “chick lit” genre. Rocío Montoro traces the origin of the
term to a 1995 British collection titled Chick Lit: Postfeminist Fiction edited by Cris Mazza and
Jeffrey DeShell, the former of whom complains that the term became the exact opposite of what
they were trying to achieve: “What we couldn't anticipate was that less than ten years later our
tag would be greasing the commercial book industry machine... Somehow chick lit had morphed
into books flaunting pink, aqua, and lime covers featuring cartoon figures of long legged women
wearing stiletto heels.”2 As Mazza's description suggests, there is a perception that “chick lit”
refers to novels that are materialistic and shallow, rather than intellectual explorations of
women's lives – but sometimes they are used to describe novels about women in general,
regardless of whether the book is commercial, literary or both. Smith and McCorkle are
sometimes categorized as “chick lit” authors – for example on user-created lists on Goodreads –
but they are also known as southern writers. This combination of labels, creating what would be
called southern chick lit, is intriguing when considering the position of southern women. Carolyn
1
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Manning argues that women writers were often left out of the southern literature canon along
with black writers, perceived to be less qualified to write about “larger issues.”1 Manning and
others cite Louis D. Rubin, Jr. as instrumental to including southern women writers such as
Eudora Welty for sophisticated scholarship.2 Rubin was important to the careers of Smith and
McCorkle as the founder of Algonquin Books and also as a writing teacher at Hollins College
and UNC Chapel Hill, respectively. Smith and McCorkle occupy a space in which they are able
to reflect and critique the female experience in the South, from writing to sexuality to
motherhood.
Southern womanhood is characterized as the essence of idealized southern culture itself;
the southern belle is pious, pure and fluent in social graces. She is also exclusively white.
Feminist critic Anne Goodwyn Jones argues that examining the southern belle, “might take us in
some respects into the heart of American, even Western, experience. For the image meshes
profoundly held assumptions about sex with strongly felt class aspirations, beliefs about race,
and patriotism for one's homeland.”3 Keeping the southern belle image alive upholds a sense of
privilege and sexual and racial purity that is in opposition to rising trends such as women in the
workforce, cohabitation instead of marriage, children born out of wedlock, and interracial
relationships. Whilst the southern belle image may not tangibly affect any of these trends, it does
continue to set the standards for how women should behave, which only becomes more
confusing to women who are also influenced by feminism. The expectations for a southern belle
include being deferential and codependent, being sexually pure (and heteronormative), and
1
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upholding an image of perfection that inhibits female intimacy. Although feminism has specific
roots and meanings, it is culturally understood in contradictory and often inaccurate ways; it is
treated here as a broad term about the movement away from traditional roles of wife and mother.
The broad definition suggests a desire for female agency, sexual freedom and a sense of
sisterhood. These two forces, though not always completely in opposition to each other, are used
to create a binary for governing behavior and making choices about female identity.
Lee Smith and Jill McCorkle are frequently referenced together as southern women
writers owing to many of their shared connections. Both authors live and work in the research
triangle area of North Carolina and publish novels with Algonquin Books, based in Chapel Hill.
Smith was initially McCorkle's mentor, and both thank each other in their Acknowledgments
pages. They collaborated on Good Ol' Girls, a musical that aims to “redefine the modern
southern woman”, which is based on some of their novels and short stories.4 As well as these
links, Smith and McCorkle are also discussed together because they are both centrally concerned
with the experiences and changing roles of women in the South, specifically white, middle class
women. Their characters face choices and assume roles which many women can relate to –
college student, wife, mother, mistress, employee, writer – but they are clearly affected by their
place in the South and the history of female marginalization in the region. The Last Girls, about
middle-aged women reflecting on their college years, and Life After Life, about a retirement
community and earlier life memories, are likely bestsellers because they speak to female
experiences and pressures that are perhaps emphasized in the South but present in the rest of the
country, too. The novels explore changing values and feminine identities between different
generations.
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Lee Smith was born in 1944 in Grundy, Virginia. Her college-educated mother taught
school, and her father ran a dime store. Smith says that she did not know any writers, but that she
“grew up in the midst of people talking and talking and talking and telling these stories.” The
coal mining town in the Blue Ridge Mountains was an inspiration for her fiction, but she also felt
limited by its size and geographic isolation. Smith enrolled at Hollins College in Roanoke, at
which time she “went wild”, becoming a go-go dancer and joining a rock band. Her years at
Hollins had a lasting impression on her, and she remains “a strong advocate for single-sex
education.”5 In her senior year she won a writing fellowship that allowed her to work on her first
published novel, The Last Day the Dog Bushes Bloomed (1968). After graduating from college,
Smith married and started a family, completing her second novel in 1971. She and her first
husband divorced and she married journalist Hal Crowther in 1985. In 1981, she accepted a job
at North Carolina State University, where she taught for 19 years. The themes of her fiction
includes religious experiences, Appalachian culture and family relationships. Smith wrote
critically-acclaimed short stories and novels for almost four decades, but her first New York
Times bestseller did not come until 2002 with The Last Girls.6
The Last Girls was inspired by a real 1966 raft voyage down the Mississippi River
undertaken by Smith and her friends from Hollins, including critic Anne Goodwyn Jones,
although none of the characters are based on real people.7 Smith notes that, as young women,
they were not well-prepared for the challenge: “Now girls take courses like basic engineering
even in high school – but ours was a different era. This is why I named the novel The Last Girls,
of course.”8 She elaborates that she and her friends “were the last 'girls,' graduating into a new
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world made possible by feminism... More possibilities and opportunities for women would bring
greater freedom and choice, but also greater expectations and responsibilities – along with a lack
of both stability and illusion.”9 Many of the characters struggle with their decisions and resulting
female identities, whether they have embraced or rejected traditional feminine roles. This has
caused some controversy with readers, one of whom, according to Smith, accused her of “not
present[ing] positive, high-achieving role models for young women”; out of context, it is
impossible to know how the reader defines “high-achieving”, and whether this is within the
bounds of feminism or not. Smith accounts for the popularity of the novel with “demographics” women of the same age are interested in reading about women of the same age – but also with
the universal experiences of regrets and secrets about life in college, or during youth, that
“forever shaped the course of their lives.”10 Whilst The Last Girls is a departure from her other
novels as it is not set in the Appalachian mountains, Smith argues that it still follows the same
theme of “storytelling – about how we construct the narratives for our lives, which we have to
have, which we have to believe in.”11
Jill McCorkle was born in Lumberton, North Carolina in 1958. McCorkle's family history
is deeply rooted in the small town: both sides of her family come from Lumberton, her parents
were high school sweethearts, and she grew up with her grandparents close by.12 As Barbara
Bennett explains in Understanding Jill McCorkle, “She grew up surrounded by conversation and
a strong sense of the past of Lumberton,” a theme which is echoed in her fiction.13 McCorkle left
Lumberton for the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the size of which felt
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overwhelming to her. She found a community amongst the university's writers, including her
teachers Lee Smith, Louis D. Rubin, Jr. and Max Steele. After winning the Jessie Rehder Prize in
her senior year, McCorkle went to graduate school at Hollins, Lee Smith's alma mater.14 Her first
novel, The Cheer Leader, began as a short story that she had written for Rubin at UNC. She
struggled to get it published, even after Smith gave it to her own agent. McCorkle contacted
Rubin for advice, who offered to publish it with Algonquin Books, which he was in the early
stages of setting up. By the time Algonquin Books was ready, McCorkle had already finished her
second novel, July 7th, so Rubin released the two novels simultaneously in 1983.15 McCorkle
moved to Boston and focused on raising her children and teaching, until 2006, when – just like
Lee Smith – she divorced and accepted a job with North Carolina State University. She has since
remarried Tom Rankin, Director of the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University; they
reside in Hillsborough. Life After Life was inspired by her father's death in 1992, but she began
working on the novel in earnest after returning to the South.16 It is her first novel in seventeen
years.
Life After Life takes place in Fulton, North Carolina, a fictionalized version of Lumberton
featured in her previous works. The novel follows characters who live in or are associated with
Pine Haven, a hospice/retirement community. Despite the fact that one of the main themes is
death, the tone of the novel is often comic. McCorkle says that she recognized one of the
comedic elements of southern culture is the art of subtext, how characters are “well
camouflaged.”17 Perhaps what is so intriguing about Life After Life is that, within the culture of
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camouflaging true feelings, characters who are nearing the end of their lives feel freer to speak
their minds. Although the novel is not exclusively about female experiences, there are more
female narrators than male, greater variance across ages, and more mother/daughter relationships
featured than any other familial pair. When asked if she believes her stories represent a feminist
perspective, McCorkle agrees, commenting that, “people often avoid the feminist question. I
have all these young students now who will say, 'Well, I'm not a feminist.' And I'll say, 'Well, of
course you are, you should be. That's why you're sitting here taking this class.' Somewhere along
the line the word got distorted. I don't think all my characters are knowledgeable enough or wise
enough that they would necessarily see it that way, but I guess I always feel that they're coming
into their own.”18 In Life After Life, female characters often think of what it means to be a woman
within ideas for and against feminism, which has different interpretations by women of different
generations.
As Rubin realized in his efforts to include women writers in the southern literary canon,
writing has often been seen as contradictory to the ideals of southern womanhood. In order to
write, women must claim their own voices, their own ideas, and their own identities. Smith and
McCorkle not only do this as writers themselves, but have their female characters do the same.
The act of writing is an important part of exploring what it means to be a southern woman in
both The Last Girls and Life After Life, and the ways in which women take up the pen or avoid
doing so says much about how they define themselves in relation to men and the image of the
belle. Despite a more relaxed attitude to sexuality in America in general, the idea of purity is still
central to southern women. Each woman makes choices regarding premarital sex, monogamy,
18
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marriage and divorce, and in some cases prostitution and queer relationships, that they
understand will largely define their reputations in their communities, from adolescence through
to old age. Both novels extensively explore female relationships, and the facets of life that cause
disconnections among friends, mothers and daughters. Smith and McCorkle's explorations of
southern womanhood suggest that even modern women are still affected by the history of the
region, the enduring image of the southern belle, and a climate that both encourages and
discourages sisterhood.

29

Voice and Identity
In her study of southern women writers from 1859-1936, Tomorrow is Another Day, Anne
Goodwyn Jones argues that, “the very act of writing itself evoked within these women a sense of
self-contradiction, for southern ladies were expected to defer to men's opinions, yet writing
required an independent mind.”19 This self-contradiction is arguably just as much a factor for the
women writers created by Smith and McCorkle. The main characters of The Last Girls are all
bonded by their mutual interest in literature and creative writing, but their differing modes of
expression reflect their individual personalities and desires, as well as their class statuses.
Writing is important to many women as a form of empowerment, especially in relation to mental
health. Joanna and C.J. in Life After Life and Baby and Anna in The Last Girls use writing for
catharsis, and to reconcile their bereavements. Writing is also the way in which people are
remembered after death, so what is preserved of their writing, or what is written about them
subsequently, has an impact on their enduring identity. The potential to distort or interfere with
someone's identity after death is explored across gender lines, as Baby's husband writes a final
letter to her friends, and Rosemary, a woman who dies before Life After Life begins, instructs
Joanna to send copies of her obituary to her husband's mistresses. Female independence and
power is represented by their ability to have a voice through writing.
Harriet, Baby, Anna and Courtney are suitemates at the fictional Mary Scott College in
The Last Girls. By coincidence, they all sign up for Introduction to Creative Writing. The class is
instructed to write a poem, and how each woman responds to the challenge conveys ideas of
themselves and how they wish to be perceived by others. Baby, a rebellious debutante from
Alabama whose nickname corresponds to her childish spirit, writes a poem about abortion that
19
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distresses some of the class, who pronounce it “gross”; Baby is unruffled by the criticism. Anna
writes a mountain ballad about a woman and her lover who are murdered by her jealous husband,
“one of the darkest poems Harriet had ever heard” that impresses the rest of the class even as it
shocks them. Harriet links the character with the author, observing that Anna, with “her hair a
crazy red halo around her old fashioned face... could have been the mountain girl herself, the
murdered wife.” Similarly, Harriet projects her shyness into her own poem, getting too flustered
to read aloud and allowing Baby to do it for her: “This time it sounded much better, even to
Harriet.”20 Harriet's reticence to write and join in with the class becomes more fundamental by
the time she is a junior, deciding to think about teaching or editing instead, and ultimately
becoming a writing teacher rather than a writer. Courtney is the least interested in writing, having
chosen the class for an easy grade, and she is quickly frustrated by the lack of rules. Courtney
prefers poetry that is conventional, with a rhyme scheme and stereotypical themes, which reflects
many of her values, as she is the character who most aspires to be a traditional southern woman.
Baby and Anna have a competitive relationship which is established at the beginning of
the first writing session, and much of the tension is centered on class status. Baby says that she
just wants to write, not be at college, but she is following the wishes of her father, “and anyway,
a person has to be someplace, and Alabama will drive you fucking nuts.” Anna also just wants to
write, but her road to college without parents to support her has been more of a challenge than
someone of Baby's wealth could understand, even though she shares the desire not to go back
home: “Listen, I grew up in a holler surrounded by mountains you wouldn't believe, it was like I
lived in a trap... And I'll tell you, I'm not going back!”21 Anna's college stories draw from her
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upbringing and are well-received by faculty, but the work she is known for as an adult is
strikingly different. After Anna's first novel is rejected by publishers for being “too raw” and “not
commercial”, she has to face divorce, pregnancy and poverty. Following her miscarriage, Anna
turns to romance novels to try to make some money. She is ultimately very successful as a
romance writer, and this defines her as a writer and a woman. Even after Baby's death, Anna
resents her friend: “Everyone always made so much of Baby while she, Anna, was the talented
one.”22 Anna is also scathing of Harriet's community workshops at her school, helping women to
write their life stories. Harriet maintains that it is “empowering” but Anna snaps, “It is not good
for them!”23 Despite the fact that Anna is a commercially successful writer, Smith shows that she
still has deep-seated insecurities about her place as a woman writer and her identity as a person
with talent.
Smith and McCorkle use writing as a way for their characters to make sense of
bereavement and as a suggestion of mental health problems. Baby's poetry – written on the raft
and kept by Harriet – appears intermittently in The Last Girls, and it conveys Baby's struggle to
accept the deaths of her brother and mother. Since the novel takes place after Baby's death, she
only appears in flashbacks, and there are no sections told from her point of view. Smith explains
that she became, “increasingly bothered because Baby never got to speak for herself, even
though she was really the catalyst for the whole plot,” and that her poetry was a way to rectify
this.24 In Life After Life, C.J. also uses writing in an attempt to reconcile her grief for her mother's
death: “Sometimes she writes her mother notes and tells her things. Asks her things. Didn't
anyone ever try to help you? Was there anyone you really loved?”25 Like their mothers, both
22
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Baby and C.J. die unexpectedly, and their writing is used by some characters as evidence of their
suicides. Harriet is first of all convinced that Baby committed suicide due to the memories she
has of her self-harm in college, but the fact that she held on to her poems must have also been an
influence. The reader is just as much in the dark as Harriet about whether or not Baby's car crash
was an accident, but C.J.'s death is more obvious. The reader, having experienced C.J.'s
perspective, knows that she was murdered by her married lover. Even as Joanna, her best friend,
doubts that C.J. would have abandoned her young son, others point to the “evidence” left on the
bed beside her, “a long handwritten page about her mother's death.”26
Joanna's writing is also related to her mental health. She keeps a notebook of stories
about the lives of those that have died in the hospices she works at, first in New Hampshire then
Fulton, as she herself recovers from an attempt at suicide. Joanna rents a cottage in New
Hampshire, takes sleeping pills and submerges herself in the hot tub, but she is retrieved by a dog
named Tammy, who belongs to the man next door, Luke. Luke and Joanna form a friendship in
the emergency room that leads to an arrangement. They decide to get married, with the
agreement that she will transfer all his money and property to his partner, David, following his
death. In return, Luke and David help Joanna to get her life back on track, paying for therapy and
classes. Luke instructs Joanna to keep a notebook with a page for everyone she sits with in the
hospices: “Luke said that this would be her religion, the last words and memories of the dying
her litany. She should read and reread the entries regularly like devotionals. Keep us close, he
said. Keep us alive. Don't ever let us disappear.”27 Writing is a way for Joanna to claim her own
voice, her own life, as well as helping others. Interestingly, Luke links her ability to achieve this
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with her southern womanhood: “Make their exits as gentle and loving as possible...Tell them
how good it will be, even if you don't believe it yourself. You're southern, you know how to do
that.”28 As flippant as his comment is, it suggests that even as Joanna does something that is
empowering, it is following the legacy of southern women who are meek and sweet-tempered.
McCorkle contrasts entries of Joanna's notebook with the last thoughts of her subjects,
giving them each an individual voice and allowing the reader to compare perspectives. One of
Joanna's subjects is Mary Robertson, a woman Luke sends her to because she has no family.
Mary does not speak, so Joanna collects some information from her belongings: her Bible lists
her as Mary Grace Robertson, born in 1912 in Portland, Maine, and she has an old picture of a
boy, with Pete age 15 written on the back. Joanna knows that she is a “charity case, someone
abandoned to a clinic like a baby left at an orphanage, years ago, her mental state never any
clearer or more reactive than it was at the time of her death.” The reader learns from Mary's last
thoughts that she was attacked and tortured, most likely when she was a young child, and that
Pete was a boy who came by and left his picture at the hospital because his mother used to know
her.29 McCorkle's technique shows how much can be lost and misunderstood after death. Smith
explores the same theme with Baby, who is presented in her friends' memories, her poetry, and
finally a letter to Harriet from her husband, Charlie. The women read Charlie's letter before
scattering Baby's ashes, and they are struck by how differently he remembers her. The girl at
Mary Scott is Baby Ballou, who is wild and free-spirited; the woman in the letter is Maggie
Mahan, mother of five, right-hand-woman for her husband's farm and respected member of the
community. Harriet think it is, “as if she were a different person from the one we knew.”
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Catherine, Courtney and Anna are now convinced that the marriage was a happy one and that her
death was an accident. Harriet is conflicted about what to believe: “Who can ever know which
story is true? Maybe they're both true.”30 Harriet moves away from thinking about Baby in terms
of the binary, realizing that her friend can occupy the roles of both young, liberated woman and
dedicated wife.
The different accounts of Baby are the result of perspective, but McCorkle also shows
characters who deliberately try to interfere with how someone is remembered. Rachel comes to
Pine Haven from Massachusetts because it is the hometown of the man she was having an affair
with, Joe Carlyle, many years ago. Rachel is secretive about her link to the place, telling
residents that her husband was a cousin of Joe's. She is surprised to learn Joe's reputation around
his hometown as a debt-ridden womanizer, not only because it contradicts her memory of him,
but also because of the effusive obituary that was sent to her when he died, which some of the
Pine Haven residents suspect was written by Joe himself.31 Joanna tends to Joe's wife, Rosemary,
before she dies, and she requests that her obituary be sent to about a dozen women, one of whom
is Rachel. In her last moments, Rosemary reveals the unhappiness of her marriage: “She had
come to hate him by then and hate will eat you up... her wedding day was hot and sticky and she
felt sick as a dog and it was downhill from there on.”32 Sending out copies of her obituary is
possibly a last act of revenge, either to reveal her existence to her husband's mistresses or as an
attempt to make them feel guilty. The most sinister tampering of memory in the novel is when
Andrew murders C.J. and frames it as a suicide. Andrew takes C.J.'s journal and removes any
references to their relationship. He leaves behind entries about her mother, to provide a motive
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for her suicide, and another with the design to hurt Joanna, as it describes a time that Ben,
Joanna's love interest, made a pass at C.J. Andrew not only takes C.J.'s life but tries to take
control of how she will be remembered by her friends, and their young son.
Smith and McCorkle connect the act of writing to female empowerment, but also
demonstrate the ways in which women are still trapped by expectations of feminity. They treat
conformity to traditional boundaries in literature as conformity to traditional boundaries of
womanhood, suggesting that empowerment also comes from breaking away from unoriginal
ideas, which perhaps connects back to the marginalization of women in the literary canon. Anna
wants her life to reflect both traditional womanhood and feminism, as she desires to be a wife
and mother, as well as a literary writer. Though she does partially achieve the roles of both
traditional woman and feminist, it is ironically against her desires: she is a single, childless
woman who earns money by writing commercial fiction that upholds stereotypical gender
identities. Joanna also does not quite achieve both roles. She claims her voice, but her growth as
a woman and writer involves returning home and re-establishing herself as her father's “little
girl.” By the end of the novel, she is still in love with her married childhood friend; she does not
truly gain independence from her life in childhood and adolescence, nor imagine a place for
herself that is not within marriage. Smith and McCorkle also explore the consequences of letting
others control representations of identity, which is shown most dramatically with C.J.'s murder.
However, writing – and reading – still offer women ways to better understand and define
themselves.
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Love and Sex
Female sexuality in the South has historically been understood with binaries that bear
resemblances to Victorian England: the “angel in the house”, a pure and submissive wife, versus
the “fallen woman.” In the South, these binaries existed across racial lines to uphold the
domestic structure under slavery. Black women were categorized as either “Mammy” or
“Jezebel”, while white women were either southern belles or femme fatales, often according to
class. Despite the many changes to southern culture and the impact of feminism, these polarizing
images still inform ideas about women's roles today. As Smith says of The Last Girls, her
characters are experiencing a life of “greater freedom and choice... along with a lack of both
stability and illusion” as they try to both shake off the binary and work within it. The fear of
being labeled a “whore” governs many women's choices about their sexual relationships, from
adolescence through to old age. Smith and McCorkle's characters are shown to be deeply
affected by their early sexual experiences, whether or not they are married to their partner. Many
of them experience infidelity in their marriages, but there is worse judgment cast upon women
who are unfaithful than men. Opinions about affairs differ across generations, as older women,
such as the residents of Pine Haven in Life After Life, are less likely to believe in divorce. Their
younger counterparts, such as Catherine and Joanna, not only end marriages but remarry multiple
times, despite the stigma that they still face from their communities. Smith and McCorkle also
explore female sexuality that is still very much stigmatized, prostitution and lesbian
relationships. Whilst the younger women of the novels may have more freedom than previous
generations, their sexuality is still policed, and they are expected to conform.
Harriet's confusion about sex and relationships comes from her understanding of the
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binary, that still exists at her college: “At Mary Scott, girls either fell into the Whore or Saint
category, at least until they became engaged. Then, and only then, was it okay to Do It. In fact it
was required, Harriet believed. In spite of this – in spite of the seriousness of what you had to
lose – the boys tried valiantly to make you lose it, getting you drunk, sweet-talking you, telling
you lies. [sic] This was their role. The girl's role was even harder. Girls were supposed to get
turned on, be sexy, yet not quite do it, ever, without that ring.”33 Smith shows that sexual purity is
a responsibility given to women alone, making them the center of judgment by other people.
Both authors also explore the fact that, on top of a soiled reputation, women can suffer longlasting emotional damage from their early sexual experiences. Harriet in The Last Girls and
Joanna in Life After Life both lose their virginities to their childhood best friends, which ends the
friendship immediately. Harriet has sex with Jefferson following his break up with Baby, and he
dies shortly afterward. Harriet believes herself to be responsible, and possibly never has sex
again; she describes herself as having no sex life as an adult. Joanna is “haunted” by her night
with Ben and his rejection of her, which leads her to get married in an attempt to forget him.34 As
if shamed by their loss of innocence, both women retreat to a more respectable role, as celibate
saint for Harriet, and wife for Joanna.
Courtney follows the rules outlined by Harriet, pursuing a serious relationship and
dropping out of school once she becomes engaged to Hawk. Even as an adult, Harriet recognizes
that Courtney appears to be the embodiment of all that a southern woman should be: “this is how
she should behave, this is how she should look, this is the life she should aspire to.”35 Despite the
image that Courtney cultivates, as a perfect hostess married to a wealthy gentleman living in a
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house featured in Southern Living, her life has not turned out perfectly. Her husband is unfaithful
to her from almost the moment they return from the honeymoon, but Courtney feels unable to
leave the stability that he provides.36 Once their four children are grown and gone, Courtney
begins an affair of her own. Though Courtney's lover brings her happiness, he adds extra
pressure to her life by insisting that she end her marriage, despite the fact that her husband is
sick. Courtney tries so hard to follow the rules that she ends up trapped and never making
decisions for herself. In Life After Life, C.J. and Kendra are similarly trapped by their affairs,
both with Andrew, although neither of them have figured this out. Kendra bets her whole life on
Andrew, so that when his wife finds out and ends the affair, she starts to break down, her
language losing all the self-assuredness of the previous passages: “It is so rare for her not to
know what to do, but she has no idea and something in the stillness of the house completely
unnerves her... She's not supposed to be alone. She's afraid to be alone.”37 C.J.'s life is ended
because Andrew sees her as a “risk” to his life.38 Whilst the women are trapped by infidelity, men
enjoy greater freedom; Courtney's husband Hawk, Andrew, and Joe Carlyle make excuses to
travel – more legitimate as the breadwinners – and are not held responsible for childcare or
keeping up the house.
Kendra shares some of Courtney's qualities as a wife and mother: she is focused on
meeting “the right people” and establishing her reputation amongst the community, she places of
lot of importance on remaining young and attractive, she does not have bonds with other women,
and she depends on men for her financial stability. What sets Kendra apart from Courtney is her
eagerness to get a divorce from her husband. Kendra may see divorce as a legitimate option
36
37
38

Smith, 41.
McCorkle, 321.
McCorkle, 332.

39

simply because it is more common compared to when Courtney was first married, but it is also
because she feels she has unmet goals. Kendra is not satisfied with her role as wife and mother
because she wants to live in a big city, travel in Europe and have a career as a television reporter.
She thinks of Fulton as “Shitsville” and the South in general as incompatible with her identity:
“She is someone who really should be in New York or Chicago or Boston instead of here where
you can't even find what Oprah recommends you buy to use and wear.”39 Kendra's laments seem
to be more about the lost image of an independent, successful woman than the lost reality, but it
does suggest that the image of an ideal woman has expanded beyond marriage and motherhood.
Still, Kendra sees her salvation as remarriage to Andrew and access to his wealth. Her selfesteem is rooted in her appearance, which is shown by how she compares herself to Andrew's
wife: “She plans to buy the exact same nightgown and robe set she watched [Andrew's wife] buy
– talk about compare and contrast. Andrew won't know what hit him.”40 Kendra does not
recognize the irony of reaching for a life of independence by using her sexuality to gain a
wealthy husband.
It is also ironic that C.J. is Andrew's other mistress, because much of what she seeks from
the relationship is so different from Kendra, wanting only a stable life for their son. C.J. meets
Andrew during her time as a house cleaner, when she would also have sex with men for money.
She defends her actions as being no different to some marriages: “Some people might call it
prostitution or whoring, but she figured it was no different from what a lot of women are doing
right there in their little married houses. Hmmmm, I really want to go on that trip, so let's fuck
him good and hard tomorrow night between Lost and the late news.”41 C.J. embodies many
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qualities in opposition to the southern belle: she has tattoos and piercings, is racially ambiguous,
a sex worker and a single mother. C.J.'s death and funeral arrangements coincide with Sadie's, a
respected matriarch of Fulton who is mourned by many. By contrast, C.J. is remembered as “the
hair and foot girl” with some fatalistic afterthoughts: “Her legacy. Fulfilled prophecy.
Downright selfish but pitiful, too.”42 McCorkle says that C.J.'s narrative was an important factor
in the novel because she, “represents those members of our society easily overlooked and
uncounted.”43 By viewing the events as inevitable, residents of Fulton absolve themselves of any
responsibility for not helping C.J. and do not question the cause of death.
Queer women are also on the periphery of southern womanhood, which is explored with
Toby's characterization in Life After Life. Toby regularly argues with another Pine Haven
resident, Marge, an easily-scandalized Christian who dislikes Toby for being gay. Toby
challenges Marge for being discriminatory towards her alone, inviting her to stereotype other
people in the room for their race or religion instead. The fact that Marge will not openly criticize
anyone other than Toby suggests that homophobia is still an acceptable prejudice to her, and
perhaps in the South in general, especially as it is endorsed by Christianity. Toby spends most of
her life as a high school English teacher in Columbia, South Carolina and is eventually fired,
allegedly for being “inappropriate” towards a student. Toby protests that she did not act any
differently than a heterosexual southern woman: “All I did was say, Where is your self-respect,
honey? Is it because I said honey? Was I wrong to call her honey? If so, let's blame the South;
let's blame generations of sweet talk and euphemism.”44 Toby's remark, “let's blame the South,”
though glib, speaks to her frustration of living in a region where she is treated with more
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suspicion than other women, regardless of how she behaves. It also speaks to the fact that she
can be fired for her sexual orientation despite a long and successful career as a teacher.
Women are criticized if they cannot or will not conform to the whore/saint binary and
resulting expectations of sexuality and sexual behavior that Harriet describes. Courtney is a
woman that follows the rules exactly, staying “pure” until marriage and attempting to remain
attractive afterwards, but it is not enough to stop her husband from having affairs. The fact that
her husband is unfaithful never fully absolves Courtney of her guilt about her own affair, and she
ultimately decides to stay with her husband, at least in part because she does not wish to tarnish
her own public image. Kendra follows many of the same rules as Courtney, positioning herself as
attractive and socially admired, but this is because she wants to be noticed outside of her
marriage. Kendra, as part of a younger generation of women than Courtney, views divorce as
acceptable, but she still wishes to replace what she has with another marriage. Toby and C.J., as
women who are defined by sexual orientation and promiscuity, are ultimately punished by their
communities for not conforming to heteronormativity and sexual purity; Toby is fired from her
job, and C.J. is not protected nor remembered after her death. There are no openly gay women in
The Last Girls, but Harriet's sexuality is ambiguous. Jefferson and Baby include her in their
relationship, and Harriet feels resentment and arousal at the same time as she fantasizes about
them: “She hated them both. She hated herself... She touched herself until she was gasping in
delight or dismay, she couldn't even tell which.”45 Harriet's close relationship with Baby, often
described with reference to their bodies, and the fact that she tries to “be” Baby by having sex
with Jefferson, could be read as suppressed homoerotic desire. As far as the reader knows,
Harriet never truly discovers her sexuality, and her fear of defying the rules of southern
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womanhood could be what causes her to retreat into celibacy.
Mothers and Sisters
In Southern Mothers: Fact and Fictions in Southern Women's Writing, Nagueyalti Warren
and Sally Wolff argue that, “Complexities are missing in the familiar picture of the mother in
southern literature, and to some extent contemporary writers are addressing these omissions.”46
Smith and McCorkle are two such contemporary writers; they present southern mothers to be
more complicated than the stereotypical image of women who are submissive, domestic and
always sacrificing their own needs for the good of their children. Smith shows the tensions
between southern belles through the generations, particularly the notion of self-sacrifice, which
is more strongly idealized by older women. McCorkle's mothers are perhaps not as selfsacrificing, but they share a desire to protect their family reputation, a matter that brings disputes
with their daughters. Sisterhood is also a prominent theme in both novels. The college women of
The Last Girls have the kind of close friendships that are not portrayed between any older
characters, who are much more guarded about their lives and inner thoughts. As adults, women's
identities are polarized by whether or not they become mothers and wives, and this is shown to
interfere with their friendships and their ability to understand one another. Grown women choose
to rely more on men than other women. Smith and McCorkle explore the impact of female
relationships as both supportive and destructive, sometimes intimate but often disconnected.
Smith explores generational conflict through the southern belle mother figure: Baby's
stepmother Elise, Catherine's mother “the great belle, Mary Bernice,” and Courtney's mother-inlaw Miss Evangeline. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese argues that, “During much of the twentieth
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century, as young women have seen their opportunities expand and customary sexual
conventions first relax and then collapse, daughters have increasingly tended to see rebellion
against their mother as the necessary gateway to autonomy, to the freedom to become a person in
one's own right.”47 Baby is scornful towards her stepmother as a young woman, describing Elise
as having “a brain the size of a pea” and mocking her rituals, such as having three sets of china;
it is curious that Baby, the most rebellious of all the girls, appears to emulate her stepmother later
in life, taking full responsibility for domestic matters such as décor and food, and hiring her own
help.48 Catherine is deliberately rebellious as a young girl, which results in her being sent away
to boarding school, but as an adult she does not defy her mother on purpose. When she
announces that she is leaving her husband for another man, Mary Bernice tells her that she will
be cut off financially, which Catherine does not fight. Catherine and Mary Bernice's relationship
survives because she is able to see some humor in her mother's behavior - “I remember I got so
tickled one time when I came home from school and found her stretched out on a sofa, all
dressed up, with a wet cloth across her forehead... I thought she'd had a heatstroke. 'Oh,
Catherine,' she said, 'I'm just so exhausted. I've had three men in the yard all day long'” – and she
stops expecting her to understand her life. Indeed, Catherine feels more tension with her working
class mother-in-law, and she is surprised to find herself saying, “Better a belle than a cleaning
lady.”49
Smith draws attention to the generational conflict in Courtney's life by the use of a
namesake: Courtney's daughter is named Evangeline after her mother-in-law, Miss Evangeline,
and neither offer her much sympathy or assistance. In some ways, Miss Evangeline is helpful to
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Courtney; she accepts her as her daughter-in-law despite the fact that she is poor, helps plan a
grand wedding, and makes sure that she is included in the Junior League. However, when Hawk
is unfaithful to Courtney and she leaves to stay with her sister, Miss Evangeline soon shows up
to take her back home. Miss Evangeline is not physically intimidating, saying only, “Come along
now, dear... Come along home” but Courtney obeys her easily.50 Courtney loves her husband and
children, and is quickly bribed with a new car, but her lack of resistance may also be due to a
wish for approval from Miss Evangeline, especially as her own mother is dead, and she and her
sister are not close. Courtney's self-sacrifice may come from a fear of being alone rather than
seeing it as a rightful duty. Fox-Genovese argues that, “Especially in recent decades, many
women have railed against a model of motherhood that seems to leave nothing for the woman
herself... Much of the restiveness of daughters derives from their sense that women who have no
accomplishments or adventures to call their own are trying to force their daughters to embrace
the very chains that have stunted their own lives.”51 This tension is evident between Courtney
and her daughter, known as Vangie, who is a musician and defies most of Courtney's rules:
“Why, one summer she was gone for three weeks, Courtney was just beside herself with anxiety,
but did Vangie care? Heavens, no... But Courtney was so glad to see her that she bought her a
new electric guitar and never told Hawk.”52 Unlike the southern belle mothers before her,
Courtney feels unable to contradict her daughter for fear of losing her.
Mother/daughter relationships are portrayed as being more strained than father/daughter
relationships in Life After Life. Joanna returns to Fulton after the death of her mother, Doris, and
attempts to make amends with her father. Her father criticizes her for disappointing Doris: “It
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would have made your mother so happy if you had ever taken her advice about anything – men,
school, clothes, your hair, but no, that was just too hard, wasn't it?”53 His last memories before
his death show that he let his wife control their relationship with their daughter, not contacting
Joanna even though he wanted to. They are ultimately able to reconcile, and he thinks of her as
his “little girl”, even as an adult.54 Ben, Kendra and their twelve-year-old daughter Abby have a
similar family dynamic. Kendra thinks of Abby as “his child” because she is “a mini carbon copy
of him” and conveys her disappointment in her daughter for being so different: “Kendra's blond
hair and blue eyes were lost in the mix and so was her body.”55 Whilst Kendra is trying to make
Abby grow up and behave more like her, by pushing her make friends, lose weight and take an
interest in clothes, Ben indulges Abby's childish interests, showing her magic tricks and making
up stories about her missing dog. Fox-Genovese describes the mother/daughter dynamic as
follows: “Daughters look to mothers for love, acceptance, approval, and a model of how to live
as a woman; mothers look to daughters for love, acceptance, approval, and the confirmation that
they have fulfilled their responsibilities. But when daughters no longer admire and seek to
imitate their mothers, or when mothers chafe against the constraints of mothering, the bonds of
intimacy fray.”56 Both Kendra and Doris see their daughters as reflections of their own
achievements as women, which leads them to put pressure on them to fit a more conventional
model of southern femininity.
Despite experiencing many of the same pressures in life, the women of The Last Girls are
unable to confide in each other. Their cruise is the only reunion they have ever had, and as adults
they have rarely communicated. Each woman has secrets that she comes close to sharing –
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affairs, bereavements, illnesses – but by the end of the novel only the reader is let in, not the
other women. Catherine almost considers confiding in Harriet, but ultimately retreats: “... though
they talk about all kinds of things, she does not tell Harriet about the lump in her breast.”
Catherine reasons that she has spent so much of her energy taking care of her of husbands and
children that “she wants to hold on to what she can”, which suggests that she sees no place for
her friends in her adult life. As a single, childless woman, Harriet has an idealized notion of
family with no understanding of the stress, and this is partly what makes Catherine decide not to
confide in her. She tells her husband instead.57 Similarly, when Rachel finally reveals her secret
affair to another person in Life After Life, she does not tell Sadie or Toby, the two women with
whom she forms a bond, but Stanley, the man it is implied will become her next partner.58
Loyalty towards men over women friends comes between Joanna and C.J., too, as the latter
never tells her friend about her affair with Andrew. During their last conversation, C.J. tries to
deflect Joanna's questions by making a joke about her suicide attempt. Joanna is offended, but
still tries to reach out to C.J. in a way that makes her think of the last woman she was close to:
“'Honey,' Joanna says, for a minute sounding so much like C.J.'s real fucking mother she can't
stand it.”59 McCorkle extends the sense of disconnection between women to include friends as
well as mothers and daughters.
The notion of self-sacrifice causes tension between older women and their daughters.
Miss Evangeline and Courtney, Mary Bernice and Catherine, and Doris and Joanna clash on
issues of marriage, affairs and divorce; the older women did not grow up in a world that accepted
divorce, and try to hold their daughters to the same standards. This is shown in another way with
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Kendra and Abby, as Kendra tries to make her daughter aware of the same standards and feel the
same anxieties about body image and social status that she grew up with. Smith and McCorkle
suggest that there is less tension between men and women, as fathers and daughters, and
husbands and wives, are more easily able to connect. For mothers and daughter, sisters and
friends, there is still secrecy and the desire to uphold an image of capability that for women like
Courtney means behaving like a southern belle. Smith positions Courtney between her motherin-law, born and raised a southern belle, and her daughter, a feminist. Miss Evangeline and
Vangie appear to have happier lives than Courtney, who tries to emulate the southern belle whilst
being jealous of the feminist, particularly the freedom to make choices about relationships, work
and travel. Courtney is never able to reconcile her desire to be perceived and approved of as a
southern belle, whilst also living a life made possible by feminism.
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Feminism and The Bad Belle
Smith and McCorkle both organize the endings of their novels to be centered around the
death of an enigmatic woman. Because Baby and C.J. are the characters that most often violate
the rules of both traditional southern womanhood and modern day feminism, their deaths become
a focal point for the other women to understand themselves. Rachel is shocked by C.J.'s death
because the two women were beginning to form a friendship, but perhaps also because she sees
herself in C.J. Like C.J., Rachel has an affair with a deceptive man who is both charming and
cruel. Rachel's affair with Joe compromises her feminist identity. Her tells her, “You are one hot
broad canned piece of feminism,” which makes her feel conflicted: “though his words made her
angry, and though she felt a wave of respect and then guilt for the smart progressive-minded
husband she was cheating on, she didn't say a word and instead gave in to the moment. Truth was
she was a little bit flattered.”60 Rachel identifies as a feminist and purposefully chose a
“progressive-minded” husband, but she is flattered by Joe's objectification, and entranced by her
idea of him as a southern gentleman. Unlike C.J., Rachel maintains the security of her public
image, career as a lawyer, and marriage to her husband, which protects her from the vulnerability
that C.J. faces. C.J. represents a contradiction to the southern belle, and her death is the expulsion
of such a contradiction from the community. However, the women that survive her, such as
Rachel, Joanna and Kendra, are not actually so different in terms of their choices, except by their
public images.
Baby is in many ways like the figure explored by Betina Entzminger in The Belle Gone
Bad, a study of nineteenth century southern women's literature: “A hyperbolic version of the
normally coquettish belle, the bad belle is a type of femme fatale – sexually knowing, physically
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powerful because of her allure, and mostly dangerous. She becomes, therefore, the opposite of
the ideal southern lady, the mature woman the belle was intended to become. Rather than act as
moral exemplar, as a true southern lady should, the bad belle uses her sexuality as a tool to force
men to complete her evil, self-serving designs. Rather than act as her admirer's salvation and
guiding star, she often leads to his destruction.”61 Baby's characterization may not be so extreme
as this, but she is “sexually knowing” and does cause the destruction of admirers, namely
Jefferson, who mysteriously dies after her infidelity and rejection. Jefferson's death drives a
wedge between Baby and Harriet. When Baby announces her engagement to Charlie, Harriet
finally snaps, calling her a “bitch” and accusing her of needing “to have a boy around all the
time.”62 After Baby's death, Harriet still struggles to resolve her feelings of resentment towards
her friend. As she prepares to start the cruise in Memphis, Harriet looks around at the hotel lobby
and thinks of Baby, both sad that she is absent and angry at the memory of her: “Baby should be
here, too; she was raised to be a lady though she didn't give a damn about it. Sometimes Harriet
actually hates Baby. To have everything given to you on a silver platter, then to just throw it all
away...”63 Perhaps what upsets Harriet most of all is Baby's unusual ability to play both whore or
saint, southern belle or femme fatale, without losing the security and protection that she has been
given all her life.
The women of The Last Girls and Life After Life are caught between the construction of
the southern belle and the ideas of feminism. Smith and McCorkle offer writing as a process of
empowerment, but their characterization of women as still looking to story conventions, and
being guided by men, suggests that women are still not completely comfortable using their
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voices in a public way. Women's public image is also closely tied to their sexuality. Smith and
McCorkle's characters are keenly aware of the social rules of female sexuality, and the negative
consequences of transgressing them. The fear of being judged, along with the propensity to judge
others, stifles a sense of understanding and sisterhood for women as they age. The novels do not
feature many adolescent characters in the twenty-first century, who may negotiate the space
between the southern belle and feminism differently than older generations. Although Smith
believes her main readership to be women of the same age, both authors are read by younger
women, too; Smith is assigned in college courses and McCorkle's earlier novels such as Ferris
Beach, Carolina Moon and Going Away Shoes are popular with young adults. As Smith
articulates, the characters in The Last Girls and Life After Life are not designed as role models for
girls; rather, they speak to the experiences of women across different generations and provide a
way to understand the similar yet evolving pressures of women in the South.
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II. THE MYSTIQUE OF APPALACHIA: RON RASH'S SERENA AND WILEY CASH'S A
LAND MORE KIND THAN HOME
“It would have been wrong to take you away from these mountains, because if you're born here
they're a part of you. No other place will ever feel right.”1
Appalachian writing became popular in the late nineteenth century, and the myths and
stereotypes that were established then still endure to this day. Harper's Weekly and Atlantic
Monthly published travel writing during the local color movement (1865-1895) that drew
national attention to the region.2 The static image of Appalachia is of a region that is untouched
by civilization and free from the problems of cosmopolitanism, yet also savage and untamed.
Many of the resulting stereotypes, such as a lack of racial violence, can be easily contradicted,
yet they remain as part of the image. The continuous popularity of Appalachian fiction
contributes to its characterization as a mystical place in opposition to the rest of the country. It is
theorized that the peaks of interest in Appalachian writing, from travelogues to bestselling novels
that were successful in the late nineteenth century, and again from 1985 onwards, are in step with
national issues.3 Emily Satterwhite argues that, “The similarities between the turns of the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries extend beyond their respective local-color crazes. Both eras
witnessed historically large gaps between rich and poor, decidedly high levels of unregulated
corporate power, conspicuous degrees of consumption, marked influxes of immigration, and
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considerably expanded U.S. activities abroad.”1 Readers in and out of the South project their
desires and fears onto Appalachia. Perceived to be a racially pure, community-driven, pioneer
society capable of upholding all-American values, Appalachian fiction has the potential to
relieve anxieties of immigration, racial progression and changing gender roles, by providing
readers with a stable, pastoral – and, for some, utopian – vision of society. It also has the
potential to critique these values.
The myth of Appalachia is paradoxical, the purity at odds with other stereotypes of
violence, alcoholism and systemic poverty. Within this paradox, Appalachia represents both a
remote foreign culture and American identity as a whole, highlighting the potentials and failures
of the entire nation. Appalachian fiction of the late twentieth century includes a range of titles
such as the mass market series Left Behind and At Home in Mitford, known for their
religious/apocalyptic and pastoral themes respectively, as well as Charles Frazier's 1994 debut
novel Cold Mountain. The popularity continues into the twenty-first century, but what is
strikingly different about some contemporary authors is the ways in which they engage with
stereotypes. Serena and A Land More Kind Than Home do contain many of the stereotypes and
contradictions that readers may expect and desire – close-knit white communities, vigilantism,
religiosity – but they are presented in ways that are more complex than their predecessors. These
aspects of the communities are not as black and white; religion, for example, functions as both a
positive and negative influence depending on the character and situation.
Ron Rash and Wiley Cash are two contemporary authors who write about the
Appalachian South. Rash has achieved success with previous novels and poetry collections, but
Serena, published in 2008, is his first to gain significant attention outside of the South. One of
1
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the main reasons for this is the movie adaptation (currently with no release date), starring wellknown actors Jennifer Lawrence and Bradley Cooper, which will also increase book sales. A
Land More Kind Than Home, published in 2012, is Cash's debut novel.2 Both novels are
published by Harper Collins and are New York Times bestsellers. The authors' shared home,
western North Carolina, is irremovable from the novels, the landscape a large part of what shapes
the plot and characters. Both authors account for this narrative choice in two ways: it is the place
they know best, and they have an interest in how landscape can have a psychological impact
upon those who inhabit it.3 Though set decades apart – Serena in 1929 and A Land More Kind
Than Home in 1986 – the novels convey a sense of Appalachian identity, characterized by
religious and Christian values that pervade every aspect of the culture. Despite being set in the
past, they also bring attention to questions regarding modern day Appalachia, particularly the
effect of capitalism.
Rash feels connected to his landscape through his ancestry: “my family has lived in the
North Carolina Mountains for about 250 years, so I am of the region and the region is my spirit
country, I guess you could say.”4 He was born in Chester, South Carolina in 1953, to parents who
worked in a textile mill. In 1961, they moved to Boiling Springs, North Carolina, where Rash's
father completed a degree and began teaching at Gardner-Webb University. Rash received a B.A.
in English from Gardner-Webb, followed by an M.A. in English from Clemson University. He
taught English and poetry at various institutions in the Carolinas and Georgia as he worked on
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his own writing.5 In the novel The World Made Straight, the character Leonard Schuler thinks of,
“Landscape as destiny”, a sentiment that is reflected in much of Rash's work, as characters
believe they are permanently marked by their upbringing in the mountains.6 Rash views this as
both a universal feeling and a particularity of Appalachia, where, he says, “I see, especially in my
older Appalachian relatives, a kind of fatalism, that life is hard but that is just the way it is and
you go on and endure. But I also think it's true of most people, all people have their wounds.
[sic] The Appalachian region hasn't been prosperous. It's tough to live there and a harsh
landscape to live in so I'm sure that has influenced me.”7 The presence and absence of prosperity
is a defining characteristic for Rash's characters and how they approach moral choices.
Many of Rash's works start with an image that he develops into a story. In the case of
Serena, the image was of the title character: “The image was of a woman astride a large white
horse. I knew from the way she carried herself that she was supremely confident, tall and
physically strong. She and the horse were on a ridge crest at dawn. Wisps of fog swirled around
the horse's feet, and the morning sun shone on her blonde hair, making it appear burnished with
gold. I didn't know who she was or what the image meant. I did know, however, that someone,
someone watching her at that very moment, believed her more a goddess than a woman.
Eventually, I came to realize that this someone was her husband, and he was viewing her with a
mixture of awe, love and fear.”8 As he developed the character for the short story “Pemberton's
Bride” and expanded it into the novel, Rash realized that Serena had an unusual power in
comparison to other American heroines and anti-heroines: “While there have been many novels
5
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about women who have wielded great power within a family, how many have been about a
woman who is a 'captain of industry,' especially in novels set in the past?”9 Rash acknowledges
that the Pembertons' timber empire is relevant to today's society and decisions regarding the
environment and preservation. Whilst he describes himself as having “strong environmental
leanings”, he does not intend to sway readers with his opinion: “What fiction does best is remind
us of the complexity... My role is to witness and leave it to the reader to decide.”10
Wiley Cash was born in Gastonia, North Carolina in 1977.11 He graduated with a B.A. in
Literature from the University of North Carolina at Asheville, and an M.A. in English from the
University of North Carolina at Greensboro. In 2003, he relocated to Lafayette, Louisiana, in
order to complete a Ph.D and to work with the writer Ernest J. Gaines. Moving to a new state
made him take notice of a landscape and culture that was different from what he had known
growing up: “Everything seemed strange to me. First of all, the heat and humidity were
overwhelming. The second thing that struck me was the landscape; it was swampy and flat, and
the roads seemed to run forever toward the horizon. Finally, the people's Cajun accents really
caught me by surprise.” Cash had a realization about the region he called home: “I quickly
realized there is no such thing as the South; there are just hundreds of souths.”12 He was inspired
to start writing about Madison County, particularly the rural and natural aspects that he had
explored as a student. Cash taught creative writing in New Hampshire and West Virginia before
moving back to North Carolina, this time to Wilmington. His second novel, This Dark Road To
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Mercy, was released in January 2014.13
A Land More Kind Than Home was inspired by a news story that Cash read in graduate
school, about an autistic African American boy in Chicago who was smothered during a church
healing. Feeling that he did not know enough about Chicago to write the story realistically, Cash
changed the setting to Marshall, North Carolina and included aspects of his upbringing in an
evangelical Southern Baptist church. He placed the central event of the novel within a
Pentecostal church whose members take the words of Mark 16:17-18 as literal truth: “And these
signs will follow those who believe: In my name they will cast out demons, they will speak in
new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; and when they drink deadly poison, it
will not hurt them; they will place their hands on the sick, and they will get well.”14 Cash set the
novel in 1986, making one of the three narrators nine-years-old, the age that he was that year. He
remembers 1986 as “a pretty cynical time” in regard to both politics and religion: “We have this
idea that the eighties was all disco, Ronald Reagan, Swatch watches, Coca-Cola sweatshirts, and
Kirk Cameron, but in reality the eighties was marked by paranoia with Russia and Libya. When
you look at the plight of Southern evangelicals in the 1980s – and Reagan was the hero of the
Southern evangelical – the eighties were a tough time. I have clear memories of people talking
about Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker, and how the devil was working on them, and how they were
being challenged. In reality, these people were stealing millions and millions of dollars from their
parishioners, or their donators or whatever the case is.”15
Both authors recognize that there are pros and cons to being defined as regional writers.
Cash “absolutely” defines himself as a southern writer, but acknowledges that the meaning can
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be as varied as the region itself. However, he suggests that, “one thing that defines the South
broadly and southern literature in general is the idea of struggle and all the forms it takes.” He
points in particular to the importance of family life within an agrarian society, and the suspicion
towards outsiders: “So much of southern literature, especially its local color, revolves around the
mysterious and sometimes evil outsider who attempts to plunder something from those on the
inside.”16 Rash is more hesitant to define himself entirely by his region: “... though there is no
doubt I’m very proud to be Appalachian, I am sometimes worried that when we put adjectives in
front of 'writer' there’s a sense that he or she is only that. If my work only appeals to people in
the region, then I’ve failed as a writer because I think what we want to do is what Eudora Welty
said: 'One place understood helps us understand all other places better.' So by writing about a
particular place, I also hope I’m writing about all other places as well.”17 A Land More Kind
Than Home and Serena explore the themes of religion, family, power structures, and violence,
which conveys a sense of local life in southern spaces, but also has national appeal to modern
American readers.
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Serena and the Evils of Capitalism
Serena is successful because it speaks to contemporary concerns in American culture,
particularly the effects of capitalism. Rash puts the Pembertons and their lack of interest in
environmental preservation on the wrong side of history, in opposition to the celebrated figure
Horace Kephart. The operations of their timber empire, in which workers are treated inhumanely
and forced to risk their lives, are distasteful to a modern readership who can identify with job
scarcity and unfair labor practices. Similarly, the issue of corruption by those who control a large
share of the country's wealth is a subject that twenty-first century readers are familiar with due to
the widening income gap and infamous Wall Street protests. The Pembertons' criminal activity –
even when it extends to murder – is overlooked by the law because of their wealth. Readers are
also interested in the effect of capitalism on the home and family life. As Rash himself noted,
Serena is an unusual character as a woman who exerts dominance outside of the home. This may
be the leading reason that people are intrigued by the book, as Serena represents both the
possibility and the threat of a powerful woman, a significant figure to a society struggling with
high divorce rates and the breakdown of traditional marriage. Readers may be drawn to the
Appalachian story for its inclusion of tropes such as community and violence, but Serena is a
critique of capitalist consequences.
Serena follows two narratives: Pemberton and Rachel Harmon, the young woman that he
impregnated. By not including Serena's perspective, Rash keeps her motivations, and therefore
much of the plot, a mystery to the reader. Pemberton and Rachel's narratives offer contrasting
experiences of the mountains. Rachel has an appreciation for the seasons and natural growth in
the area, and Rash describes her observations in language that invokes the sublime: “... the path
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[was] narrowed by sprawling poke stalks that dropped under the weight of their purple berries
and goldenrod bright as sunshine. Rachel knew in the deeper woods the ginseng leaves would
soon begin to show their brightness as well. The prettiest time of year, she'd always believed,
prettier than fall or even spring when the dogwood branches swayed and sparkled as if harboring
clouds of white butterflies.”18 The landscape offers more than beautiful scenery to Rachel; it
allows her some small freedom from the Pembertons, the ability to provide a little food for
herself and her son by living off of the land. Pemberton and Serena, as outsiders, do not have the
same bond with the place. When Pemberton is dying of poisoning, he looks out at the mountains,
but the memory of “the tune the workers sang about the big rock candy mountain” fades quickly
and his last clear thought concerns, “how many millions of board feet of timber were in those
mountains.”19 It is significant that the characters who view the landscape only in terms of
financial capital, including the Pembertons and their partners, have their lives ended by murder.
Rachel and her friend Joel almost become collateral damage in the system, but they are able to
escape to a different city and industry.
Serena takes place after the passing of the Weeks Act in 1911, which permitted the federal
government to purchase private land for the sake of environmental conservation.20 The
Pembertons are in opposition to the attempts to preserve the Appalachian landscape because they
are gaining financially from the timber industry. As Serena and the Pembertons' business partner,
Harris, argues in the novel with Kephart and Webb – real historical figures who helped found the
Smoky Mountains National Park – there were certainly drawbacks to the Weeks Act: locals were
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often displaced and made redundant when their employers' land was sold.21 However,
environmental historian Paul S. Sutter argues that the locals ultimately benefited from the efforts
of the federal government.22 The novel frames the debate as something which is between the
government, wealthy timber barons like the Pembertons, and upper class members of society like
the Vanderbilts, but activism was constant across class lines, particularly the 1960s, 1980s and
1990s. In present day society, America is still engaged in a debate about environmental
preservation and the dangers of processes such as fracking, which has recently been approved in
North Carolina. The arguments back and forth are much the same as those that are explored in
the novel: job growth and financial gain versus the safety of current residents and future
generations.
Serena is a novel full of violence, but the source is not hillbilly brawls or family feuds
invoking images of the Hatfields and McCoys; rather, it is the extralegal violence by powerful
figures whose wealth protects them from legal consequences. Most of the deaths are revealed to
the reader by conversations amongst the workers, making the reader complicit in the speculations
of how they died. The Pembertons kill their partners for wealth and power, and the camp doctor,
who fails to realize that Serena is in danger of miscarriage, for revenge. Sheriff McDowell knows
that the Pembertons are responsible for these deaths, but he is not able to arrest them or gather
witnesses; he is eventually removed from power by a higher-up who is in Pemberton's pocket.
When Serena sets out to murder Rachel and her son, McDowell – and the law in general – cannot
protect them. Rachel's escape is the result of community action: her friend Joel tips off
McDowell, her neighbor Adeline Jenkins sacrifices herself and is killed by Serena for refusing to
21
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give up Rachel's whereabouts, the activist Kephart hides her and McDowell drives her to
Tennessee. Would-be paternalism is shown to be a dangerous system through the corruption of
the Pembertons, who cannot be held accountable by the law. Several times in the novel,
McDowell and Pemberton come close to physical confrontations as neither are able to use laws
or money as a weapon on each other. Seeing no other option, McDowell also turns to extralegal
violence by setting the Pembertons' house on fire in the hopes of freeing Rachel – and the other
camp workers – from their tyranny.
The violent image of Appalachia is bound up in the myths of the pioneer society in which
resources are scarce and man-to-man confrontation is considered justifiable. This is arguably the
image that America presents globally: a rich leader with dutiful allies and the desire to remain the
most powerful at any cost. Scarcity of resources is particularly relevant to the twenty-first
century readership in regard to oil and conflicts in the Middle East. Serena may be tapping in to
fears about post-9/11 U.S. foreign policy that justified violence with revenge, resources and the
abstract need to protect freedom, which resulted in unchecked power, the deaths of innocent
people and the involvement in a war which has continued beyond what was predicted and
promised. According to a study by Pew Research Center, fewer than half of the country views
endeavors in Iraq and Afghanistan as successful.23 In addition, an October 2013 survey, “found
that just 19% say that they trust the government in Washington to do what is right just about
always or most of the time” and that “a majority of Americans also say the federal government is
a threat to their personal rights and freedoms.”24 The extralegal violence of powerful leaders is
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relevant to a culture that distrusts its politicians and perhaps even holds them accountable for
crimes even whilst the law does not.
Rash sets up a dichotomy of female roles with Serena and Rachel, the former a capitalist
tyrant who is unable to have children, the latter an unwed mother with little power over her peers
or employment status. Despite the obvious differences, the two women also mirror each other.
Serena and Rachel both lost their families and were left to enter adulthood alone, but whereas
Serena fled Colorado and her past, Rachel stayed in her childhood home and faced up to her
family's mistakes. Both women have a streak of pride and independence, but Rachel is capable of
listening to and befriending others, which is ultimately the reason that she is able to escape. Rash
suggests that they have a similar level of intelligence as Serena makes certain that Rachel never
goes near the Pembertons' food, which Rachel recognizes as “smart of her.”25 Rachel realizes that
she is a threat to Serena's marriage because, unlike most of the other women in the mountains,
she is still a pretty girl. They also have the same approach to superstition, realizing that it can be
manipulative; Serena uses it to control Galloway as her henchman, but Rachel uses it for her own
self-confidence: “[she saw] first her own reflection, below it tadpoles flowing across the creek's
sandy bottom like black tears. The kind of thing you could see as an omen, Rachel knew, but
chose instead to see an omen in the blooming beard-tongue that had, like her, survived a hard
winter.”26 Rachel outwits Galloway, and therefore Serena, by appealing to others for compassion,
which is the reason she gains protection and is able to escape.
Female power is not in and of itself a negative quality in the novel, and the line between
good and evil is not gendered in Serena. Neither woman is put squarely in the category of
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Madonna or whore. Serena, the dutiful wife, becomes a murderer and dictator rather than a
mother, and Rachel, Pemberton's mountain-girl conquest – another staple of the nineteenth
century genre – succeeds as a mother and working woman. Rachel claims her own power by
leaving the mountains, defending herself against Galloway, and starting a new life in Seattle.
However, her life is never presented as desirable; Rachel comes to recognize her own naïveté in
having a relationship of unprotected sex with Pemberton. Although the stigma of having a child
out of wedlock is not as severe to modern readers, the difficulties of raising a child alone is still a
national issue, particularly for teenage mothers like Rachel. Serena ruins many people's lives, but
it is important to note that she is aided by the men around her; her characterization does not
imply that Rash believes women in the workforce are harmful in general, especially given the
centrality of Rachel in the novel.
Serena subverts Appalachian stereotypes of the pastoral to critique modern day
capitalism. Although the novel is set in Appalachia, greed is present in the entire country; the
problems come from the outside and from within, as Serena comes from the West, Pemberton
from New England and some of the partners from the South. By the end of the novel, all of the
main characters have left the mountains; Pemberton dies there, Serena leaves for Brazil (and is
eventually killed by Rachel and Pemberton's son), and Rachel settles in Seattle. Although Rachel
has an appreciation and love for the landscape that is distinct from financial gain, the system is
not set up to benefit her. Instead, she becomes a pioneer of the Pacific Northwest metropolis.
Appalachia is not presented as a haven from capitalism nor the center of it, but it functions as a
way for Rash to shine a light on the opportunities and pitfalls of a capitalist society. For
contemporary readers, a discussion of Serena is really a discussion of immorality in power
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structures that still exist today. The novel encourages readers to consider the modern arguments
of environmentalism and labor fairness in particular, and, more broadly, the consequences of
unchecked power.
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Religion as Cure and Disease in A Land More Kind Than Home
The events of A Land More Kind Than Home such as snake-handling, a villainous pastor
and deaths in the church may be far from the lives of many American readers, but the fears about
family breakdown and community disintegration are universal. Emily Satterwhite argues that,
“although Authentic Appalachia figured at times as a rough place littered with elements of the
wretched or barbaric (violent feuding, nauseating filth, murderous rapists), it simultaneously
offered readers a glimpse of or a visit to a more vibrant way of life in tightly knit
communities.”27 The decline of traditional family values in America is often associated with a
cultural shift away from religion; a place that is perceived to be religious, as Appalachia is,
therefore offers a haven of community closeness and pious values. The appeal of the novel is
rooted both in experiencing Marshall as a potentially idyllic, aspirational setting, and also as a
place that is trying to make sense of violence. Cash does not simply offer Appalachia as a
pastoral ideal, but the characters do reckon with the problems that have afflicted their community
in order to make it a better place. Part of what is fascinating about Cash's approach is the way in
which religion figures as both the cure and disease of the community. Pastor Chambliss uses the
church to gain control of others, while Adelaide uses her faith to guide her actions and help those
who are vulnerable. The Halls are the central family of the novel whose destruction is brought
about by their involvement in the local church, when the oldest son, Christopher – a mute known
as Stump – is killed in a healing ceremony. Stump's death and the circumstances around it lead to
a violent confrontation at the end of the novel which breaks apart both the Hall family and the
Signs Following church. Rather than an already-perfect community, Marshall is one that survives
manipulation, cruelty and violence, both because of and in spite of the consequences of religion.
27
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Cash's conveys his understanding of the 1980s as “a pretty cynical time” with the
characterization of Carson Chambliss, whose hypocrisy was most likely inspired by Jim Bakker,
a televangelist accused of fraud and sexual assault in 1988.28 Clem Barefield, the local sheriff
and one of the narrators, describes Chambliss as a man who “thought he was Jesus Christ
himself” but argues that fanaticism is part of Appalachian culture: “people in these parts can take
hold of religion like it's a drug... It's like it feeds them, and when they're on it they're likely to do
anything these little backwoods churches tell them to do.”29 Barefield is suspicious of Chambliss
even before Stump's death, and he investigates his past by calling up other sheriffs around the
South. Barefield learns that Chambliss was sent to prison for involuntary manslaughter of a
runaway girl from Mississippi, who was living with him when he was cooking meth. The
explosion also disfigured much of Chambliss's body and face, but he used this to reinvent
himself with the explanation that “the hand of God Almighty had come down and set his body
afire to purify him from the sins of the world.”30 Chambliss acquires a following in prison, and
again as he moves to Marshall and sets himself up as a pastor. Barefield is frustrated by the fact
that Chambliss is elusive, hiding behind his reputation as a holy man: “What could I do? Arrest a
man for exercising his religious freedom? None of it was a reason to knock on church doors,
interrupt meetings and services.”31
The novel opens with Adelaide Lyle, an eighty-one-year-old woman who has lived in
Marshall for most of her life. She sits outside Pastor Chambliss's church contemplating the many
changes he made after the death of their first pastor in 1975: moving their congregation to a
28
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small building with newspaper covering the windows, changing the name, leaving a sign with
Mark 16:17-18 lettered outside, and most of all encouraging attendants to burn themselves, drink
poison and handle snakes. Adelaide leaves the church after one of the congregation dies from a
snake bite and Chambliss shows no remorse: “After that I understood that my church wasn't no
place to worship the Lord in, and I realized I couldn't stay.”32 She creates her own sanctuary with
a Sunday school for under-twelves, and she continues to be devoted to her faith and community
but without the confines of the church. Despite the extraordinary circumstances, Adelaide's
approach to religion connects with many readers, as more Americans seldom or never attend
church. A 2012 Pew Research poll found that 37% of those who have stopped attending church
cited “disagreements with the beliefs of the religion or their church leaders, or beliefs that
attending worship services is not important.”33 In Marshall, the church has the power to connect
members of the community but excludes those who do not conform; Adelaide “lost friendships
[she'd] had just about [her] whole life” because she left, and Ben Hall is an outsider for not
attending church.
Cash subverts the idea that religion strengthens family ties, as disagreements about the
church and faith permeate every problem in the Hall family. Adelaide speculates that Ben and
Julie's distance begins with how they make sense of Stump's muteness: “Julie had always been a
strong Christian woman, and she got herself believing that her little boy's being touched was a
gift from God. But Ben wasn't no mystic about it, and I reckon he saw his own quietness in that
little boy, and he loved him all the more because of it.”34 Julie finds more comfort in the
32
33

34

Cash, 8-9.
Michael Lipka, “What surveys say about worship attendance – and why some stay home”, Pew Research Center,
September 13, 2013, accessed March 19, 2014. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/09/13/what-surveyssay-about-worship-attendance-and-why-some-stay-home/.
Cash, 216.

68

“Christian family” of the church than her own, as Ben refuses to keep attending. Their youngest
son, Jess, the third narrator, picks up on the tension between his parents, and shares some of his
father's skepticism. He argues with his mother about her desire to take Stump in for a healing
ceremony: “Maybe God doesn't want Stump to say nothing else. You tell us all the time that
nobody can ever know God's will.”35 Barefield muses that people of faith, “turn right around and
kill each other over that faith, throw out their kids, cheat on husbands and wives, break up
families just as quick”, which turns out to be prophetic for the Hall family.36
The Halls' struggle is depicted with symbolism that invokes Genesis and the Tree of
Knowledge. Adelaide describes the distance between Ben and Julie as, “like a tree [that] had
sprung up between them, a tree that was just too thick to throw their arms around.”37 Adelaide
later realizes that, “Those thick limbs and branches that kept Julie and Ben from seeing each
other when they needed to the most weren't nothing but arms and fingers that held Julie back,
covered her eyes, and took her hand and led her to a place she never had no intention of going.
Looking back now, it wasn't no tree at all; it was Carson Chambliss.”38 Pastor Chambliss, the
burned snake-handler, is ironically figured as the snake in the garden, tempting Julie away from
her marriage and encouraging her to have an abortion when he gets her pregnant. The tree
imagery continues with Stump's nickname, which he is given by a state agent who says: “Any
little boy who can stand like a stump in a cleared field is a deep thinker.”39 Trees are also a
symbol of family, and the stump is what remains when part of it has been cut down: by killing
Stump, Chambliss removes the roots of the family, and destroys all remaining connection
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between Ben, Julie and Jess. Jess also gets a splinter as he observes the first attempt to “heal”
Stump by peering through a crack in the church building, resulting in blood on his Sunday
clothes, which foreshadows the violence ahead.
Jess and Stump discover their mother's affair when they hear noises coming from inside
the house, and Stump stands on a drain pipe to look into the bedroom. Chambliss comes outside
to investigate and realizes that Stump has seen something, which is almost certainly what leads
him to insist on a healing. Jess stays hidden and is unsure of the significance of the event, but he
later tells his father what he saw. At the end of the novel, Chambliss and Julie return to the house
to collect her belongings, and Ben shoots them both, killing Chambliss and wounding Julie.
Barefield shows up and shoots Ben when he becomes worried that he is so unhinged that he will
shoot Jess (although Ben's gun is actually empty at this point). Ben's violent response to his
wife's affair is caused by several factors. Firstly, Ben was beaten by his own father, Jimmy Hall,
as a child, which Barefield and Adelaide speculate will lead to his own rage getting out of control
one day. He also starts drinking heavily in response to Stump's death, and he has access to a gun.
As Ben points a gun at Julie, he says, “You're always telling me that I need to get back into the
Bible, and so I got it out and looked all through the New Testament, Julie, and I found a verse for
you. In the book of Matthew, Jesus says not to kill, not to commit adultery. He also said, 'You
shall not steal.' But my favorite is 'You shall not bear false witness.' [sic] I reckon that part of
Matthew probably wasn't ever read out loud in your church. If it was, maybe y'all chose not to
hear it. But I wanted you to hear it. I wanted to tell it to you.”40 The situation is similar to many
spousal homicides, but Cash links Ben's violence to the hypocrisy of religion that does not teach
real morality.
40
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The fact that Barefield kills Ben is significant because his own son, Jeff, died as a result
of Jimmy Hall's drunkenness and negligence at his job. The situation plays into the stereotype of
an Appalachian blood feud, but after Ben's death the two men go on in forgiveness. The last
section of the novel is narrated by Adelaide, who describes Ben's funeral and the community's
attempt to heal: “it was something to see [Clem Barefield] standing there by Jimmy Hall, both of
them just a few feet away from Ben's graveside, and even then only twenty or thirty yards away
from where Jeff had been buried twenty years before. These two men who'd hated each other for
so long stood there side by side with nothing but their dead sons in common between them, both
of them having believed, at least at one time or another, that the other man was to blame. They'd
hated each other until they were both broken, and I reckon that's when they decided it was time
to leave all that behind and get on with their healing.”41 The church also begins a process of
healing, as someone tears the newspaper off the windows, members take turns to preach and lead
services, and Adelaide moves the Sunday school inside the church. Neither Barefield nor Jimmy
Hall start attending service, but Jess does return. Despite the death of his brother and father, and
the desertion of his mother, Jess also forms a new family with his grandfather.
The topic of snake-handling has recently seen a revival in public interest due to the death
of Jamie Coots, star of the reality show “Snake Salvation” in February 2014. Another famous
Pentecostal pastor, Mack Wolford, also died of a snakebite in May 2012. The media coverage of
both deaths suggests that these events are still very much associated with Appalachia, the
practice thought of as an “Appalachian tradition” or “Appalachian phenomenon” despite the fact
that it is not common, nor exclusively practiced in Applachia. The events that transpire in
Marshall are not suggested to be typical of the region, and the struggles with domestic violence,
41
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alcoholism and the role of the church have the potential to reach the rest of the country despite
the extremism that is shown in the novel. Marshall is not presented as just another Appalachian
town; reader engagement with the characters is likely a more meaningful way to consider these
issues than sensational journalism on snake handling. The first person, multiple-narrative
structure of the novel allows Cash to make clear that for the characters, these events are not
normal; the reader is not left to imagine that these traumatic incidences are to be expected in
Appalachia. Cash may be using the notoriety of snake-handling and church/domestic violence to
garner interest in his work, but the novel offers more of a meditation on modern society, the role
of family, the role of the church, and the need for personal responsibility and morality within and
without religion.
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Religion and Capitalism
Serena and A Land More Kind Than Home feature a cast of parallel characters in the
novels: Widow Jenkins and Adelaide as older, community mentors; McDowell and Barefield as
the sheriffs who position themselves as the enemies to a local, evil power; Jacob and Jess as the
fatherless sons who represent the future of their societies; even Serena and Chambliss, outsiders
who are shrouded in secrecy, attempting to control everyone around them, and never shown with
their own perspectives. At the core of both stories is the classic premise of people who are trying
to resist evil and make good choices, but these novels are specifically concerned with the future
generations of their communities. On the one hand, the success of these novels is not surprising
as they contain fast-paced, thriller-like plots and twists at the end. On the other hand, they are not
simple, light books; they engage with complicated ideas about the destructiveness of capitalism
and religion, and they function as literary critiques of contemporary American society. The
interest in these novels suggests that readers are looking for fiction which speaks to their wider
concerns about society, its safety and its morality. Whether Appalachia is sought out as a region
that is a good or bad example of these concerns remains to be seen.
Another way that Rash and Cash similarly engage with modern day American values is
their use of recurring symbolism and themes. Snakes, associated with Satan, are obviously
central to A Land More Kind Than Home, but they also feature in Serena, as rattlesnakes are a
common threat in the mountains, and Serena trains an eagle to catch them. It is significant that
Chambliss and Serena are the ones in control of the snakes. They are some of the most powerful
figures in their communities, and this gives them the ability to either protect or attack those
around them. In both novels, characters remark upon the beauty of the landscape, and those who
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can appreciate it, such as Rachel and Sheriff Barefield, are aligned with a sense of morality. This
suggests the importance of environmentalism for modern readers, as the destruction of natural
scenery is framed as a lack of empathy and compassion for others. Finally, the importance of
family is a strong theme in both novels. Characters are maligned or redeemed by the choices they
make for their families; Jimmy Hall, who was a terrible father to Ben, is a more heroic character
at the end than Julie, who deserts Jess, and Pemberton is awarded more sympathy than Serena for
giving some money to Rachel and Jacob to help them get away. Family values, though perhaps
not always expressed traditionally or in line with the expectations of religion, are still central to
American identity.
Both authors critique two of the major forces in contemporary American culture: Serena
tries to make sense of the effects of capitalism, and A Land More Kind Than Home is focused on
the impact of religion. However, capitalism and religion are present in both novels, and their
intersection is another way in which community behavior is shaped. In Serena, the Protestant
work ethic – hard work and frugality – is used for the employers' benefit. Workers try to appeal
to them by carrying Bibles, showing themselves to be “godly.” The Pembertons are not
concerned with whether or not the workers are actually men of faith, but rather that they are
easier to control and less troublesome employees. As their partner Harris says, it is, “a great
business investment, religion.”42 In A Land More Kind Than Home, the lack of money is what
leads to the closure of the original church, and it is presumably why no one investigates
Chambliss's background before he takes over as the new pastor. The community is impoverished,
with few opportunities to gain skills or move to a new area, which means that the church is a
place of comfort and strength for those who have little else. The novels inspire critical thinking
42
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in their readers about community, power and autonomy. The religious culture is what makes
those in Serena vulnerable to capitalism, and A Land More Kind Than Home suggests that the
effects of capitalism is what makes people vulnerable to religion.
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III. WHITE AUTHORS, BLACK CHARACTERS: SUE MONK KIDD'S THE SECRET LIFE
OF BEES AND KATHRYN STOCKETT'S THE HELP
“Since I want to tell the whole truth, which means the worst parts, I thought they could be smart,
but not as smart as me, me being white. Lying on the cot in the honey house, though, all I could
think was August is so intelligent, so cultured, and I was surprised by this. That's what let me
know I had some prejudice buried inside me.”1
The purpose of the sentimental novel is to, “move the emotions” of the reader. Markman
Ellis describes the sentimental novel as a work that is, “molding the emotions and feelings of
readers” and at the same time featuring the, “insertion of matters of political controversy into the
text of the novel itself.”2 The sentimental novel was popular in late eighteenth century England
and in nineteenth century America, but its style still influences literature today. Two novels are
notable for their use of sentimental conventions and their impact on southern politics. Harriet
Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, published in 1852, is the bestselling novel of the nineteenth
century. The novel challenges perceptions of race and the institution of slavery with Christian
morality; it is sometimes credited as being the catalyst for the Civil War. Despite instilling
readers with a sense of empathy and furthering the cause of abolitionists, Stowe also helped to
perpetuate a number of racial stereotypes that endure to this day. Harper Lee's To Kill a
Mockingbird, published in 1960, is similarly a bestseller, has never been out of print, and won
the Pulitzer Prize in 1961. To Kill a Mockingbird is a Bildungsroman that addresses social issues
in Alabama in 1936, especially racial injustice, from the perspective of a young white girl.
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Although there are criticisms of the narrative choices and use of stereotypes, especially in Uncle
Tom's Cabin, both novels continue to be widely read and studied with the aim to understand and
empathize with racial prejudice and disparities.
The myths, stereotypes and conventions that emerge from previous sentimental novels –
and are informed by southern culture in general – are important to consider when approaching
The Help and The Secret Life of Bees. They successfully start conversations about race in the
twenty-first century, but should be considered as flawed or restrictive texts due to the bias of the
authors. Kimberly Wallace-Sanders argues in Mammy: A Century of Race, Gender and Southern
Memory that the figure of a benevolent, maternal black woman still emerges in the American
imagination, with harmful myths still intact: “The mammy's stereotypical attributes – her deeply
sonorous and effortlessly soothing voice, her infinite patience, her raucous laugh, her selfdeprecating wit, her implicit understanding and acceptance of her inferiority and her devotion to
whites – all point to a long-lasting and troubled marriage of racial and gender essentialism,
mythology and southern nostalgia.”1 This characterization informs some of the black characters
in the novels, who do not truly have their own stories, but are treated in relation to white
characters. Like Uncle Tom's Cabin, The Help conveys the hardships of African Americans but it
is through the lens of a white author, and often a white character; the novel is not only concerned
with racial injustice but the morality of white Americans. As in To Kill a Mockingbird, The
Secret Life of Bees explores race and racial disparities through the eyes of a young white girl.
Civil rights and injustice are often secondary to Lily's search for information about her deceased
mother, and her attempt to understand herself.
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The Secret Life of Bees and The Help tell strikingly similar stories about white girls trying
to understand the lives of black women whilst making sense of their own identities. Both authors
are white women who grew up in the South and were raised with African American help. As
adults, they turned to fiction to address the injustices that they witnessed and/or ignored as
children, but in doing so took on the task of speaking for black women despite having no
comparable personal experiences. The books are set in the early 1960s, against the backdrop of
the civil rights era, but were written decades later (2002 and 2009, respectively). Both were
published by divisions of Penguin Books: The Help by Berkley Books, acquired in 1996, which
publishes bestselling authors such as Tom Clancy and Patricia Cornwell, The Secret Life of Bees
by Viking Press, which publishes books for young readers. The novels became almost immediate
bestsellers, staying on the New York Times bestseller list for over two years, with five to six
million copies sold.2 They were popular choices for book clubs around the country, taught in
schools, debated in academia and popular media. The appeal of these novels may come from
their endearing characters and uplifting themes of kindness and family, but they also suggest a
contemporary interest in race relations in the South.
Sue Monk Kidd was born in 1948 in Sylvester, Georgia, where her family had resided for
two hundred years. Although the small town was an inspiration for Sylvan, South Carolina,
where the main character is born in The Secret Life of Bees, Kidd is quick to dismiss the idea that
the novel is autobiographical: “During the last ten years, countless strangers have consoled me
on my wretched childhood... But my childhood was not like Lily's. At no time did [my mother]
desert me. Likewise, my father is nothing like T. Ray... I can further attest that I did not break
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anyone out of jail or ever run away from home.”3 One aspect of her childhood that Kidd does
share with her protagonist is the fact that she grew up with a black nanny.4 Kidd graduated from
Texas Christian University in 1970 with a degree in nursing, spending the following decades
working as a nurse and publishing spiritual memoirs. She began writing fiction about the South
after she and her husband relocated to South Carolina. Her short stories were well-received, and
between 1993-1996 she won prestigious awards including the South Carolina Fellowship in
Literature, the Poets & Writers Exchange Program in Fiction and a Katherine Anne Porter
award.5 One such story would become the The Secret Life of Bees, which she began in 1993 and
set aside for several years until needing something to read at the National Arts Club in New
York.6 She spent three and a half years developing it into a novel, and it was published in 2002
with 68,000 copies printed.
The Secret Life of Bees is narrated by fourteen-year-old Lily Owens, who lives with her
mean father, T. Ray, on a peach farm in Sylvan, South Carolina. Lily's mother, Deborah, died
when she was a toddler; Lily has only vague recollections of the event, but later finds out that
she was responsible for accidentally shooting Deborah with T. Ray's gun. Lily's only companion
is her maid, Rosaleen, who is arrested for pouring snuff juice on the shoes of three white men
that taunt her on her way to vote. Lily rescues Rosaleen and the two go on the run together,
ending up in Tiburon, South Carolina, which Lily is drawn to because a picture in Deborah's
belongings suggests that she once visited there. They find sanctuary with three honey-keeping
black women, the “calendar sisters” August, June and May, and it is eventually revealed that
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August was Deborah's maid growing up. The Secret Life of Bees is a coming-of-age novel, and
Lily's maturity is based on a fuller understanding of race, a sense of faith and spirituality, and the
acceptance of her mother's death. By the end of the novel, Lily not only pays closer attention to
the injustices of African Americans around her, but confronts the racial prejudices that she was
taught to believe in.
Kathryn Stockett was born in 1969 in Jackson, Mississippi. Growing up, Stockett was
influenced by conflicting ideas about race and class, partly due to the differences between her
parents. Her mother was “wild”, “liberal” and “traveled all over the world”; her father, who came
from a wealthy, conservative family, owned Ramada Motels in Mississippi. Stockett's parents
divorced when she was six, and as a result she spent a lot of time at her paternal grandparents'
house. She remembers her grandfather as a well-connected man: “People would say that there
were more laws made on the porch of Stockett Stables than in the state capital.” Despite her
closeness with her grandfather – The Help is dedicated to him – Stockett thinks of her
grandparents' maid, Demetrie, as the constant parent of her childhood: “I didn’t always know
where my mother was, I didn’t know where my father was, but I always knew where Demetrie
was.” Stockett graduated from the University of Alabama with a degree in English and Creative
Writing, then moved to New York to work in publishing and marketing, where she stayed for
nine years before relocating to Atlanta.7 The Help was begun in New York shortly after 9/11. She
began writing in Demetrie's voice as a way to deal with her homesickness, revising it to become
a work of fiction.8 Even before this, Stockett was starting to gain a new perspective on the South:
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“I realized my 'normal' wasn't quite the same as the rest of America's. I knew a lot of southerners
in the city, and every now and then we’d talk about what we missed from the South. Inevitably,
somebody would start talking about the maid they grew up with, some little thing that made us
all remember – Alice’s good hamburgers or riding in the back seat to take Willy May home.
Everybody had a story to tell.”9 The Help was rejected by sixty literary agents before it was
accepted and sold to Penguin.
The Help is a multiple narrative story from the point of view of two maids, Aibileen and
Minny, and a young white woman, Eugenia Phelan, who goes by the nickname Skeeter. Skeeter
returns to Jackson after graduating from the University of Mississippi to find that her family's
maid of twenty years, Constantine, has quit and moved away. Skeeter has a difficult relationship
with her mother, and feels out of place with her friends, who have already got married and had
children. She wants to move to New York to begin a writing/publishing career, but is told to gain
more experience first; thinking of Constantine, she decides to write a book about the experiences
of maids in Jackson, and approaches Aibileen, who works for her friend. Aibileen resists the idea
at first, but eventually decides that it is worth the risk to try to help her community. She recruits
Minny and other maids to speak to Skeeter, who compiles their stories and sends the book to a
publisher. The book, titled Help, is published anonymously, with the name of the city changed to
“Niceville”, but people quickly speculate that it is about Jackson. Help changes the lives of the
three main characters: Skeeter receives a job offer in New York, Aibileen is fired from her job as
a maid but hired to contribute to the newspaper, and Minny leaves her abusive husband after she
is promised the protection of her white employers for the rest of her life.
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These books are important today because, despite being set in the 1960s, they speak to
contemporary racial disparities. Fifty years on from when the novels are set, the unemployment
rate for blacks is about double that of whites, the income gap has increased (on average, black
households earn about 59% of what white households do), and black men are more than six
times as likely to be incarcerated as white men.10 A study in 2009 found that African American
women were about half as likely as white women to be stay-at-home mothers. Additionally,
black women are still seen as more desirable employees than their male counterparts, which
means that they are often responsible for earning money and taking care of the home.11 Both The
Help and The Secret Life of Bees are centrally concerned with the impact and meaning of
motherhood in a time when white women left their children in the care of black maids. Their
explorations illuminate much about 1960s ideas of gender, race and education, although they are
problematic given the authors' positions as the grown-up products of such a system. The
depiction of the civil rights era deserves attention for the fact that both authors create characters
who are essentially activists, writing to help their disenfranchised black friends. Stockett and
Kidd use fiction to re-imagine an aspect of civil rights within their representations of real life
events. Of the six books in this study, The Secret Life of Bees and The Help are the most
successful in terms of sales. They are also the most well-known, even by those who have not
read them, because of the movie adaptations released in 2008 and 2011. It is necessary to give
some attention to the notoriety of the books that stems from their movie adaptations, book
covers, and the public images of their authors, in order to consider how they remain in the
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country's cultural imagination.
Black Mothers and White Daughters
When Skeeter pitches Help to a literary agent, she references Gone With The Wind and
the absent voice of black women: “Everyone knows how we white people feel, the glorified
mammy figure who dedicates her whole life to a white family. Margaret Mitchell covered that.
But no one ever asked Mammy how she felt about it.”12 The Help and The Secret Life of Bees
feature black women more centrally than their literary predecessors, showing their struggles and
resentments in a world where they are forced to rely on white employers. However, the novels
are not just about them, and the stories of white characters often overshadow theirs. The novels
explore the arrangement of black women acting as surrogate mothers to white girls, and the
sacrifices that are necessary for maids to keep their jobs. The maids are fundamental to the
development of their white charges, yet this rarely leads to a fuller understanding of racial
disparities. Skeeter and Lily are exceptional as young women who are able to recognize their
white privilege, but their self-awareness does not actually come from their maids; they befriend
black women in a space that is outside of paid domestic work. The Help and The Secret Life of
Bees represent a contemporary expectation to explore race in more complex terms, despite the
conflict of interests for the authors who benefited from the system as children.
White mothers are broadly absent in The Secret Life of Bees and The Help, as they can
rely on black women to raise their children for them. After his wife dies, Lily's father T. Ray
finds a black woman to raise his daughter instead. Kidd describes his hiring of Rosaleen in a way
that suggests she is more like an object than a person: “[he] pulled her out of the peach orchard,
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where she'd worked as one of his pickers.”13 Lily's mother Deborah was raised by August, and
after her own mother dies, she thinks of August's house as home instead. Although both of these
situations arise due to unexpected deaths, they point to something central about racial hierarchy
in the 1960s South: when a white woman with money dies, there is always a black woman
around to care for her children, but the same cannot be said the other way around. Instead, many
black children were sent to orphanages, sometimes because they had no parents but also if their
parents could not afford to raise them.14 The Help shows the absence of white mothers across two
generations: Mrs. Phelan, Skeeter's mother, and Elizabeth Leefolt, Skeeter's friend and Aibileen's
employer. Both Skeeter and Mae Mobley Leefolt feel neglected by their mothers and find solace
in their maids; Mae Mobley tells Aibileen, “Aibee, you're my real mama,” and Skeeter thinks of
Constantine as her “one true ally.”15 The neglect from white women in The Help highlights the
fact that they had no choice in whether or not they had children, as it was an expectation of
marriage. Deborah in The Secret Life of Bees is also pressured by societal expectations; August
reveals that she married T. Ray after realizing that she was pregnant, and had to avoid the scandal
of having a child out of wedlock.16 Regardless, white women still have the option to delegate
childminding to their black maids.
The black women of The Secret Life of Bees are all single and childless, but the novel
does not fully explore the forces behind this. Kidd frames their situations as a matter of choice
rather than sacrifice. Rosaleen “[threw] her husband out three years after they married, for
carousing” and August “loved her freedom” more than her partner, but neither reference the trap
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of relying on a white employer and having no time for a family of their own.17 Wallace-Sanders
argues that the mammy figure is portrayed as being fulfilled by taking care of white children,
with no sadness that she has none of her own.18 Kidd's portrayal of Rosaleen is more complex, as
she and Lily never fully develop a mother/daughter dynamic. Lily's description of Rosaleen
conveys the unclear lines of their relationship: “[she] came every day to cook, clean, and be my
stand-in mother. Rosaleen had never had a child herself, so for the last ten years I'd been her pet
guinea pig.”19 The fact that Lily thinks of herself as Rosaleen's “pet guinea pig” suggests that she
understands that she is not a substitute daughter for her maid. Regardless of whether Rosaleen
wants her own child or not, Lily is sure that she loves her: “I was the only one who knew that
despite her sharp ways, her heart was more tender than a flower skin and she loved me beyond
reason.”20 Rosaleen protects Lily from her father whenever she can, but she also exhibits her
sense of resentment for her position by how she behaves towards Lily: she is rarely outwardly
affectionate, and she often embarrasses and angers her. As the book is told from Lily's point of
view, there is not much attention given to Rosaleen's desires and motivations outside of their
relationship.
The Help conveys the sacrifices of domestic workers more aggressively, especially in
regard to how it affects their ability to care for their own children. As a girl, Minny sacrifices her
education to go to work and help her mother, but even with her contribution, the family is still
strained: “If I was going off to work in somebody else's house, who'd be looking after ours?”21
The cycle repeats when Minny is a mother herself, as she is forced to remove her oldest child
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from school and send her to work, too, in order to afford rent and food. These women cannot
break free from domestic work because they do not finish their education; it compromises their
ability to raise their own children as they have hardly any time at home. Skeeter realizes that her
own family was responsible for the destruction of her maid's, but she also believes that she
helped ease her pain: “I just want to show that Constantine's love for me began with missing her
own child. Perhaps that's what made it so unique, so deep. It didn't matter that I was white.”
Skeeter treats Constantine as her confidante, but this is not reciprocal; Constantine does not
confide in Skeeter about her own daughter, who was born with white skin and had to be sent to
an orphanage to avoid unwanted attention. When the grown-up daughter returns, passing as
white, she insults Mrs. Phelan, who demands that Constantine choose between her child and her
job. Even after her death, Skeeter fails to truly understand the hardships of Constantine's life,
even equating it with her own: “While she was wanting her own daughter back, I was longing for
Mother not to be disappointed in me.”22
Lily and Skeeter are characterized as precocious, empathetic young women, but their
close relationships with their maids is not enough to overcome the racist culture that they grow
up in. When Aibileen tells Skeeter about her deceased son who wanted to be a writer, she feels
immediately uncomfortable: “I look away, knowing this is where my mother would stop the
conversation. This is where she'd smile and change the subject to the price of silver polish or
white rice.”23 Skeeter does not think of Constantine, who was Aibileen's friend, but about her
mother and how she would react. Lily wants to fill the void of her mother with Rosaleen, but she
knows it is impossible due to their racial difference: “I used to have daydreams in which she was
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white and married to T. Ray, and became my real mother. Other times I was a Negro orphan she
found in a cornfield and adopted. Once in a while I had us living in a foreign country like New
York, where she could adopt me and we could both stay our natural color.”24 This passage
suggests that Lily does not care about race herself, just the social structure that forbids such
relationships, but her reflections later reveal that she absorbed some of the racism she witnessed
growing up: “T. Ray did not think colored women were smart. Since I want to tell the whole
truth, which means the worst parts, I thought they could be smart, but not as smart as me, me
being white... That's what let me know I had some prejudice buried inside me.”25 Despite her
closeness with Rosaleen, and her loveless relationship with T. Ray, it is still his voice that
influences her the most. Lily only confronts her prejudice when she has moved to Tiburon and is
rarely around other white people, which allows her relationship with Rosaleen to deepen, and for
her to tell her she loves her.
Skeeter and Lily examine their own racial prejudices as a result of their friendships with
Aibileen and August, which are developed outside of the domestic sphere. Skeeter visits
Aibileen's house to interview her and other maids for Help. It is the first time that Skeeter sees
her in clothes that are not her maid uniform, and the more time she spends there, the more she is
able to separate Aibileen from her job. Skeeter realizes that she has been insensitive to Aibileen's
feelings: “On my drive home, I want to kick myself. For thinking I could just waltz in and
demand answers.”26 She recognizes that Aibileen is an accomplished reader and writer, perhaps
even more so than herself. Unlike the other maids, who dictate to Skeeter, Aibileen writes her
own history of being a maid. Skeeter does not grant her co-authorship of the project, but she does
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not view her as a mammy; she is tempted to think of them as friends, but realizes that this is
“naïve.”27 The dynamic between Lily and August is unusual because Lily is at her mercy: August
gives her a place to stay after she runs away from home, and in return, Lily works for her in the
honey house. Whilst Lily wishes Rosaleen had better manners, she looks up to August, thinking
of her as “so intelligent, so cultured.”28 August gives Lily what she has been searching for all
along – stories about her mother before she died – but she never acts as Lily's surrogate mother.
Even when August tells T. Ray that Lily can stay with her for good, she does not frame their
situation as familial, telling him that, “I made her my apprentice beekeeper.”29
Constantine and Rosaleen influence Skeeter and Lily by providing them with comfort,
but it remains a sentimental relationship in which the white children benefit without coming to
understand the perspectives of their maids. By the end of both novels, Skeeter and Lily have a
more mature understanding of race and their own privilege. They make decisions that contradict
the values that were instilled in them growing up, even when it costs them a place in their own
communities. Skeeter not only publishers Help, but also severs ties with her friends and fiancé
because they do not see the importance of challenging segregation in Mississippi. Lily begins a
relationship with Zach which is not accepted – or currently legal – for which she must withstand
a reputation as a “nigger lover.”30 It is important to note that Skeeter and Lily are not typical
young women of their time, and also that these changes are not actually inspired by their maids.
Rather than being affected by Constantine and Rosaleen, Skeeter and Lily are much more heavily
influenced by their relationships with August and Aibileen, who are more like mentors than
27
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mother figures. August and Aibileen are more fully-realized characters than the mammy of
earlier southern literature, but their role is still problematic. Descriptions of August and Aibileen
invoke some of the stereotypes set out by Wallace-Sanders, as they are presented as maternal,
asexual and soothing. Though they are also shown to be talented, intelligent and capable women,
they do not function differently in these texts than earlier ones; it is still the young white woman
who remains at the center of both novels, and whose path to happiness is prioritized over their
own.
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The Civil Rights Era, Real and Imagined
In the afterword of The Help, Stockett explains that she chose to write the novel partly as
a way to work through her regret for not ever asking her maid “what it felt like to be black in
Mississippi, working for our white family.” Her intention was to empathize, but not to suggest
that she could fully put herself in her maid's place: “What I am sure about is this: I don't presume
to think that I know what it really felt like to be a black woman in Mississippi, especially in the
1960s. I don't think it is something any white woman on the other end of a black woman's
paycheck could ever truly understand. But trying to understand is vital to our humanity.”31
Stockett highlights the 1960s as a particularly troubling time for African American women,
which also occurred to Kidd when she began to write The Secret Life of Bees. Kidd chose to set
the novel during 1964 because she was haunted by her childhood recollections of the civil rights
era: “I was never the same after the summer of 1964. I was left with images of cruelty and
memories of horrific injustice that I could not digest... In part, Bees grew out of a need to address
my own stream of images and memories and bring some small redemption to them.”32 Both
authors explore the civil rights era from the perspectives of black and white characters, the latter
of whom have much more distance from the events. They examine the racist penal system that
supported baseless arrests and imprisonment of black people, as well as extralegal punishment.
Integration is a taboo subject, even in a theoretical discussion between white people. The
narrators, like the authors, try to use their writing as a mode of activism. For Stockett on a
personal level, and Kidd on a collective one, these novels were written as an attempt to start a
conversation about race relations in the present day.
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Kidd and Stockett demonstrate that their white narrators do not fully understand the
meaning and/or danger around voting rights. Lily conceptualizes the struggle for civil rights in a
childish way, as a “do-or-die contest” between black and white “teams”, but she is genuinely
fearful when Rosaleen shares her plans to vote: “Last night the television had said a man in
Mississippi was killed for registering to vote.”33 On their way to town, three white men insult
Rosaleen, and in retaliation she pours her snuff juice on their shoes. Lily is taken home by her
father, but Rosaleen is arrested; in jail, she is beaten by the three men and then taken to hospital.
Even as a child, Lily understands that Rosaleen is powerless, so she decides to help her escape.
Laurie Grobman describes this as, “an unlikely and offensive scenario [in which] Rosaleen must
rely for survival on Lily, a fourteen-year-old runaway.”34 Apart from taking away Rosaleen's
agency, Grobman perhaps labels this as an “offensive” narrative decision because it ignores the
more realistic outcome in which white children would side with white authorities rather than
their black help. Like Lily, Skeeter has a childish appreciation of civil rights; she approaches
Aibileen about Help with little discretion, and Aibileen thinks that, “She looks excited, like this
is some kind a game.” Aibileen reminds her how dangerous the situation is with a recent episode
of extralegal violence: “They burn up her car cause she went down to the voting station.”35
Skeeter does not truly share the maids' fears until she has put herself at risk by writing the book,
and even then she is not in danger of losing her family or job prospects.
The push for integration, desegregation and civil rights is at the center of both novels, but
the white characters have more distance from the violence and fear that surrounds the events.
This is shown by the fact that the black characters often see the violence close up and spread the
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news through their community, whereas the white characters hear about it on television, radio or
in a newspaper. Soon after the assassination of Medgar Evers a few blocks away, Aibileen and
Minny hold on to each other, terrified that they will be harmed for what they have told Skeeter.
The next day at the Leefolt's, Aibileen turns off the television coverage of Evers's death because
she knows they will not want it on: “We go on like it's a nice summer afternoon.”36 Skeeter reads
in the newspaper about the blinding of a black boy, which she pays more attention to as she
remembers he is Aibileen's neighbor. Lily similarly experiences racial violence second-hand,
hearing snippets on the radio about “how police were looking for the bodies of those three civil
rights workers in Mississippi” and seeing May's written prayer in the wailing wall for
“Birmingham, Sept 15, four little angels dead.”37 Lily witnesses the confrontation between Zach,
his friends and some local whites, which results in the black boys' arrest, but she is physically
distanced from the scene, watching from inside Zach's truck. The event makes her thinking of
watching television: “I stared through the windshield as if I was watching the test pattern that
came on television at night.”38 Even as it is happening right in front of her, Lily is not part of it,
and the scene is not real to her because she is not personally at risk.
White characters use the racist penal system to their advantage. Hilly demonstrates her
power when she falsely accuses Aibileen of stealing silver and threatens her with imprisonment:
“I'll be calling the police. They know me.”39 Yule May is quickly apprehended for stealing a ring
from Hilly after she denies her a loan to help send her twin boys to college. Yule May's
sentencing to the penitentiary seems even more extreme as Skeeter remembers that the ring was
not valuable: “Hilly's mother gave it to her for her eighteenth birthday. Hilly had it appraised a
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few years ago and found out it wasn't even a ruby, just a garnet, hardly worth anything. Hilly
never wore it again.”40 In The Secret Life of Bees, Zach is taken to jail when one of his friends
throws a bottle at a white man, and he refuses to confess to who was responsible. At the calendar
sisters' home, the group discuss what to do next, and Lily looks at Rosaleen, thinking of how she
helped her: “Rosaleen looked at me, and I could read her thoughts. Just because you broke me
out of jail, don't get any bright ideas about Zach.”41 Although Lily does not act as savior a
second time, Zach is only released due to the testimony of a local white girl and the support of a
white lawyer.
Extralegal punishment is present in the novels, but it is not fully explored or displayed to
readers. Aibileen believes that, “white womens like to keep they hands clean” and prefer a
different kind of extralegal punishment to their husbands. Rather than a physical confrontation,
the white woman will take away a black woman's employment, and make sure that all of her
family are fired from their jobs, too. She will get them evicted using her social connections “Ever landlord in Jackson be white and ever one got a white wife that's friends with somebody” followed by repossession of their car, imprisonment and an anonymous attack.42 This kind of
treatment threatens the lives of these women and their families, but it is curious that Stockett did
not fully explore other forms of extralegal violence that were more common day-to-day.
Domestic workers were at high risk of being sexually assaulted by their male employers.43 The
Help makes a reference to these assaults when Skeeter summarizes her interviews: “Angry
stories come out, of white men who've tried to touch them. Winnie said she was forced over and
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over. Cleontine said she fought until his face bled and he never tried again.”44 Stockett had the
opportunity to explore the pervasiveness of sexual assault through the eyes of Minny or Aibileen,
but instead it is from Skeeter's point of view. She may have made this decision in order to
distance the reader from such an upsetting topic, and to stop the book from becoming so dark
that it would not be read as widely.
The Help demonstrates that even white, privileged characters cannot openly discuss racial
discrimination, violence or integration. Skeeter risks her place in the Junior League, and in her
group of lifelong friends, simply by researching integration. Hilly finds her notes in her satchel,
and confronts Skeeter with a reminder of which side she is supposed to be on: “You know, I was
just thinking about how Stuart's daddy stood right next to Ross Barnett when they fought that
colored boy walking into Ole Miss. They're awfully close, Senator Whitworth and Governor
Barnett.”45 Skeeter and her parents attend a dinner at her fiancé's house, where the discussion
turns to the lynching of Carl Roberts for speaking out against the governor. She is surprised to
hear her father say that he is “ashamed of what goes on in Mississippi” and even more surprised
to hear her fiancé's father, Senator Whitworth, agree with him. The men are quickly quieted by
their wives, and the room becomes tense: “Everyone is quiet and then someone changes the
subject to the weather.”46 Although Skeeter is afraid of what could happen to her for writing
Help, she knows it is really the maids who would face serious harm. Hilly realizes that Help is
about Jackson, but she cannot tell anyone else because Minny's section contains such humiliating
information about her. She threatens Skeeter with legal action – “You're going to jail, you know
that?” – but Skeeter knows that her publisher will protect her.47 The same cannot be said for
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Aibileen, who is fired from her job after Hilly accuses her of stealing.
Skeeter and Lily position themselves as activists through their writing, but their intentions
are sometimes challenged by black characters. Skeeter does stand to benefit from publishing
Help, as she believes it will increase the likelihood of a job offer from New York, but she also
wants to share the experiences of the maids. One volunteer agrees to tell her story, but changes
her mind at the interview when she accuses Skeeter of exploiting them: “Look at you. Another
white lady trying to make a dollar off of colored people... They hate you. You know that, right?
Every little thing about you. But you're so dumb, you think you're doing them a favor.”48
Aibileen comes to Skeeter's defense and demands the girl leaves her house, which is a reminder
that Aibileen is really the one who makes the project possible; the other maids trust Skeeter only
because she does. Lily's writing is not such an overt attempt at activism as Skeeter's, but it is
what she thinks to offer Zach when he is in jail: “I'll write this all down for you... I'll put it in a
story.”49 Her offer would perhaps be offensive or more problematic if she and Zach had not
already developed a bond and addressed racial stereotypes. Lily hears that Zach is a good
football player, so she assumes that he wants to play in college. Zach takes this assumption the
wrong way: “Why is it sports is the only thing white people see us being successful at? I don't
want to play football... I wanna be a lawyer.”50 To show that she believes in his dream, Lily
writes stories about Zach as a lawyer and reads them out to him during their lunch breaks, which
she can tell makes him happy.
Kidd and Stockett are walking the same fine line as their narrators, writing about the
struggles of African American women that they themselves never experienced. Because of this,
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the experiences of white characters often intrude upon or obscure the narratives of the black
characters. Both perspectives are included, but the experiences of the white women dominate the
novels. Black characters are also much more vulnerable than white characters. Skeeter and Lily
stand to be excluded from their own communities due to their associations with black people, but
they are not at the same risk of violence and extralegal punishment. Kidd and Stockett perhaps
intentionally arrange their narratives with some distance from the sexual abuse and violence of
the civil rights era to make the stories more accessible. Both authors wrote these novels with an
aim to apologize for the hardships of black women that as children and adolescents they did
nothing to prevent, and a large part of the appeal of The Secret Life of Bees and The Help for
readers must be due to the re-imagining of the civil rights era with redeeming story lines for
white characters.
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The Public Image of the Novels
The most immediate way to market a book is by its cover art. Publishers and printing
companies make the decisions regarding cover design, which can sometimes leave the author
feeling dissatisfied. Stockett was displeased with the design of The Help, because the purple and
gold “reminds her of obnoxious LSU football fans.”51 More importantly, The Help's cover design
is elusive and mysterious, a picture of three birds that do nothing to suggest that the novel
concerns race relations or the civil rights era. Ellen Granter, the artist who painted the birds, was
asked for the rights by someone from the printing company: “She had found the painting on the
internet and thought that the birds were the perfect metaphor for the subject of the book (of the
three [main] characters, there is always one character feeling like they are on the outside of the
group).” She notes that it had been difficult for them to come up with a way to illustrate The
Help: “They had been through over 90 other concepts and were happy to find an image they all
agreed on.”52 The actual design of The Help is similar to the book that Skeeter produces in the
novel: “The cover is a pale blue, color a the sky. And a big white bird – a peace dove – spreads
its wings from end to end. The title Help is written across the front in black letters, in a bold
fashion.”53 Though the colors are not as bright, The Help is as innocuous as Help, which is
surprising given that there are 45 years between the two publishing dates. The story of The Help's
cover design is made even more intriguing by the decision to market it differently in the United
Kingdom. This second cover has a picture of two nannies taking care of a white child that was
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found in the National Congress archives.54 Stockett surmises that, “Americans are not
comfortable talking about race. The UK was able to put a much more racially cognizant cover on
because they're not so sensitive about the subject, as I understand it.” She also points out that it is
easier to market a controversial issue that is about a foreign country rather than one that is
potential readers' home: “They're also talking about someone else... We're very self-conscious
about the subject. If we were talking about the racism of, say, India, then maybe we could have
put something relevant on the cover.”55
The Secret Life of Bees does not have such controversy surrounding its cover designs, but
like The Help it does not openly reference race. The original cover design features art by Meilo
So, an illustrator from Hong Kong who is now based in England. So has provided the
illustrations for a number of children's books, both educational and recreational. The cover is not
overtly childish, and she says that she does not adapt her style according to age group: “I don't
make any difference, really; I see all children as adults and all adults as children.”56 The Secret
Life of Bees cover shows a window, with a pot of honey on the sill. A bee hovers over it. The
picture of the black Virgin Mary is just visible on the honeypot, but the warm yellow and brown
colors distort her face, so that her race is ambiguous for those who have not read the book. So
does not say whether or not she was instructed to color it in such a way. The British version,
however, does have a subtle reference to the civil rights era. The design has a yellow
background, with a collection of old photographs spread out around the title. The photographs
reference aspects of the novel: an old photograph of Lily's mother, a notebook and charm
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bracelet (that Lily wanted as a birthday present), the honey house and a small collage of posters
from the civil rights era. The collage is difficult to read, the words “We march” partly obscured
by a bee, and only half of an African American woman's face visible. There is a picture of a girl
at the bottom of the page, showing the back of her head, her hair in braids. Interestingly, the girl
has blonde hair, despite the fact that Lily is described as having black hair; possibly, this was an
attempt to assure readers that the narrator was unambiguously white.
Race and literary studies scholar Shelley Fisher Fishkin argues that, “today both the white
writers who write about racism and black culture and the black writers who do not write about
racism and black culture are largely ignored, despite the fact that these writers may have insights
into both perspectives.”57 Both of the U.S. book designs suggest that publishers are wary of
exactly what Fishkin has observed. The novels are presented visually in a way that avoids the
topic of race. The book jacket blurbs provide more clarity about the subject matters – “When
Lily's fierce-hearted black 'stand-in-mother' Rosaleen insults three of the deepest racists in
town...”; “a tell-all book about what it's really like to work as a black maid in the white homes of
the South...” - but, tellingly, the reviews quoted on the front, back and inside cover are all by
white writers such as Dorothea Benton Frank, Anita Shreve and Anne Rivers Siddons. Despite
the fact that the books are concerned with the disenfranchisement, oppression and silencing of
black people, there are no black authors represented within the quoted reviews. As is the case
with many books, the cover designs have since been changed to match the posters of the movie
adaptations.
As the changed cover designs signify, it is often difficult for books to remain
disconnected from their movie adaptations, which can have an impact on how they are
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remembered and interpreted. This was a concern for Stockett, who was convinced into selling the
rights to her childhood friend, Tate Taylor, after he argued that it would be terrible for the novel
to be adapted by, “some Hollywood type.”58 At the time, Stockett had still not published her
manuscript, but Taylor consoled her: “We’re going to make a great indie and maybe that will
help you get a publisher.”59 While Taylor was working on the screenplay, The Help was
published and became a bestseller. As Taylor was not a big name, he had to fight to stay on the
project, but was allowed to direct with the backing of Chris Columbus, who signed on as a
producer. Taylor felt that as a Mississippian he had an advantage as a director: “What really kept
the pressure away was the subject matter. I mean, this is my world. I grew up in it. I knew that if
we could film it in Mississippi, if I could be the host to the crew and the studio execs, and bring
them into my world… it would affect the filming and my confidence. And that’s exactly what
happened.”60 Taylor and Stockett fought for the filming to take place in their home state,
producing photo books of possible filming locations. State officials encouraged the project with
tax incentives. Greenwood, Mississippi was eventually chosen as the place that looked most like
1960s Jackson.61
Taylor had a big impact on the casting decisions of the movie, aiming to cast actors who
were not too well-known, and preferably southern. The obvious choice for Minny was Octavia
Spencer; Stockett had met her years earlier when she visited Taylor, and she became the
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inspiration for the character. Spencer toured with Stockett to promote the book, reading the
African American parts, and voiced Minny on the audiobook. Stockett says of Spencer: “You
know she is very well-educated, she's a writer, she writes poetry – she isn't Minny. But there's
something about Octavia's mannerisms that can really take you and the way she looks you in the
eye and you know exactly what she's thinking. And so I loved to draw on that when I was writing
the character of Minny.”62 Just like Spencer, Allison Janney had been in all of Taylor's previous
movies, so he cast her as Mrs. Phelan. Mrs. Phelan is a more sympathetic character in the movie.
Unlike the book character, she shows remorse for Constantine's departure, and knows about and
is proud of Skeeter's involvement in Help. Viola Davis was chosen for Aibileen, and she noted
the widespread appeal of the part for African American actresses, as there is a “deprivation” of
such rich roles.63 Emma Stone was cast as Skeeter when she was still relatively unknown, but her
unforeseen notoriety helped with promoting the movie.64
The Secret Life of Bees had a very different journey to the screen as it was backed by
prominent celebrities. Will Smith and Jada Pinkett Smith “pushed Fox Searchlight to pick it up”
and Alicia Keys, who was a fan of the book, “begged” to be given a part in the movie. Gina
Prince-Bythewood decided to direct the movie because she had a personal connection to the
story: “I was adopted by a Salvadorian mother and a white father. Growing up [I was] having a
complete identity crisis. Then my search for my mother and trying to find out why I was given
up, and how could a mother give up a child, then finding out the circumstances of my birth was
pretty traumatizing. I was able to put all that into [Lily's] journey.”65 Dakota Fanning, already
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well-known as a child actress, was chosen to play Lily. Fanning identified with Lily as a southern
girl: “My whole family lives in the south and that’s where I’m from. I was born there so that part
was very easy for me. But my grandmother kind of grew up during this time in the south – and
she grew up on a dairy farm, not a peach farm – so I was able to draw from her I guess.”66 One
criticism of the adaptation is that there is not a true focus on the struggles of civil rights, and that
Lily is given more attention than the other characters. Prince-Bythewood argues that, “The racial
aspect was important, but we didn't want it to dominate. It was important that we not play the
period, but that they exist within this period.”67 The focus on Lily is also true to the book.
Both movies are criticized for trivializing the struggles of African American women and
telling a story that was too sentimental for its violent and disturbing subject matter. However,
The Secret Life of Bees movie was more emphatic about the complications of love across racial
lines. Queen Latifah, who plays August, delivers a speech that explains her relationship with
Deborah: “I was her nanny. Things were different in her world and mine. We like to think that
love is pure and limitless, but love like that can't exist in a hateful time... [laughing] But she
made me love her anyway.”68 Kidd's original line in the novel is not as nuanced, as August only
tells Lily that she loves her, “just like I loved your mother.”69 The Secret Life of Bees has fared
better than The Help in how it is received for its portrayal of race. The Help won many awards,
but was harshly criticized by Ida E. Jones, the national director of the Association of Black
Women Historians for “strip[ping] black women's lives of historical accuracy for the sake of
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entertainment.”70 The Secret Life of Bees won several awards also, but Kidd was most proud of
the seven nominations for NAACP Image Awards. Possibly, the movie was better received due to
the number of African Americans who backed and worked on the project, which suggests that a
book or movie's legitimacy is still a topic of debate unless the author is the same race of their
characters.
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The Public Image of the Authors: Spirituality and Sentimentalism
The Help has generated more controversy than The Secret Life of Bees, which is
somewhat surprising given the similarities of the two novels. Both authors write about the lives
of domestic workers and their loving relationships with white children. Though they do create
black female characters who escape the mammy stereotype, with their intellect and culture, they
are still problematic in that their function is to help the central white character. The civil rights
era is the backdrop of both novels, but there is not a realistic or complete depiction of the
violence and cruelty that many African Americans experienced. The Secret Life of Bees may not
have garnered so much negative attention because Kidd framed the novel as a Bildungsroman,
and Lily's voice and perspective is expected to be flawed. She is a more sympathetic character
than Skeeter, as a girl with little privilege other than being white. Skeeter's naïveté is a narrative
choice, and at the beginning of the novel she more of an antiheroine, but she is not always
interpreted in this way. The animosity that is directed towards Skeeter as a character can be
accounted for in two ways. Firstly, readers now associate Skeeter, who in the book is socially
awkward and conventionally unattractive, with the actress Emma Stone, who does not share
these qualities. Secondly, Stockett's decision to include an afterword about her own nanny
encourages readers to compare her story to Skeeter's, and the two have become conflated in the
public mind.
Stockett and Kidd have very different public images, which is another reason why people
respond so differently to their work. Stockett has had more media attention and publicity than
Kidd, most likely because she is a younger author. Thanks to interviews with Katie Couric, and
NBC's “The Today Show”, her face is more recognizable than Kidd's, and she is perhaps equally
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as famous as her debut novel. Stockett features in a Vanity Fair spread titled “Belles, Books and
Candor”, in which she is credited as “head[ing]... Atlanta's literary sorority.”71 Other interviewers
also reference her class, with headlines such as “Life in the Belle Jar”, and descriptions of her as
a “budding belle.”72 Stockett's media character impacts the reception of The Help, as many
people refuse to read the novel or see the movie based on her public persona. Kidd, by contrast,
is known as both the author of The Secret Life of Bees and for her spiritual memoirs. As well as
having a child narrator, and entering the world of fiction as an older, married woman with
children, it is possible that this connection with spirituality is one of the reasons that she is
relieved of public criticism. Kidd's persona as a spiritual woman, and the spiritual themes of The
Secret Life of Bees, means that the novel is more likely to be interpreted as a sentimental novel,
which is perhaps not as harshly critiqued because it is understood to be more thematic than
realistic.

71
72

Alan Deutschman, “Belles, Books and Candor”, Vanity Fair, February 2011.
Wyatt Williams, “Life in the Belle Jar: Kathryn Stockett”; John Barber, “Kathryn Stockett's Southern
Discomfort”, The Globe and Mail, May 7, 2011, accessed April 16, 2014.
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/books-and-media/kathryn-stocketts-southern-discomfort/article4262360.
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CONCLUSION: SOUTHERN BESTSELLERS AND TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY IDENTITY
The bestseller is a concept that is uniquely important within the Anglo-American
publishing industry. The United States and the United Kingdom dominate the global publishing
arena, particularly when it comes to bestsellers. Novels written in English have the capacity to
sell reliably in lots of countries all over the world due to the dominance of the language. British
and American books that are translated into other languages are also often successful in foreign
markets; the same cannot be said for other countries and other languages when they are offered
to markets in the United States and the United Kingdom. Fewer than 3% of published books
become bestsellers, yet there is an argument that novels which achieve commercial success
cannot be as “literary” as their underselling counterparts.1 Some people in the publishing
industry disagree with this notion. Jonathan Galassi, President of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, says
that, “My mantra here at FSG is that literary books are commercial.” He argues that books sell so
long as they connect with readers.2 Lawrence Shapiro, the Vice President and Editorial Director
of the Book of the Month Club concedes that not all bestsellers are literary, but argues that, “The
primary incentive for most people buying a book is to seek entertainment... By definition, literary
fiction is challenging. It can also be delightful and stimulating and entertaining, and that kind of
literary fiction can go head to head in sales with any other book.”3 As Shapiro says, the main
objective of reading a popular novel is for entertainment; though the entertainment factor may

1
2
3

Hill and Power, 14.
Hill and Power, 56.
Hill and Power, 58.

106

interrupt readers' engagement with the representation of culture and social issues, the novels still
have the potential to shape personal and regional identities.
The six southern bestsellers that are the focus of this study have several common
elements that speak to southern identity. All but one novel is presented with multiple narrators;
one could simply attribute this to a desire to emulate William Faulkner, but it is more likely an
attempt to convey the diverse and often contradictory voices of southern identity. The themes of
the novels are vast and varied, but the idea of family appears again and again. For Smith and
McCorkle, family is an arrangement that changes according to age, sometimes composed of
peers and friends rather than biological relations. For Rash and Cash, to threaten a family is to
threaten a whole community; the survival of a community depends on the proper functioning of
individual families. For Kidd and Stockett, families are built and fractured across racial lines, but
it most often remains unequal and dysfunctional. Family is a stereotypical component of
southern literature, but in these novels it functions as a composite of identity: to have problems
in the family is to have problems with identity. The explorations of family in these novels are an
attempt to understand southern identity, critique the social problems of the region, and perhaps
even to situate the South within the United States as a whole. Bestselling novels connect the
South to the rest of the American “family” as they bought, sold and shared amongst family and
friends. Many of the characters insist upon southern exceptionalism, yet these novels are
bestsellers precisely because they connect with readers all over the country.
One way to understand the impact of bestsellers on identity and social consciousness is to
survey and interview readers. For the time and space constraints of this project, I decided not to
do a quantitative study; instead, my focus is the novels themselves, and an imagined readership.
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If I was to expand this project, I would also include a study of reader reception, and research on
where books' popularity by region and urban versus rural spaces. Despite these deficiencies in
this project, I believe that my own experience as a reader can speak to some of the potentials and
restrictions of using a bestseller as a way to understand regional identity. As an English citizen, I
grew up without most of the stereotypes that the rest of the United States associates with the
South. My understanding of American culture was based on television/movies, music and
popular fiction; although I was perhaps more interested in America than my peers, I did not have
an informed or nuanced view of the country. The international image of America is often
packaged to appear homogenous, and as a result I did not have much appreciation for regional
differences. This changed when I began my American Studies degree, which led not only to
greater knowledge of the country in general, but an interest in the South in particular. My
knowledge and understanding of the South, and the United States as a whole, was developed by
my time in academia, but especially by my personal experiences of living in the region. I can still
pinpoint exactly what led me to study and move to the South, forever shaping my own identity:
reading William Faulkner. Faulkner is not often thought of as a popular writer, but he is
presented as such in the context of international academia, as he is one of the most commonlytaught American authors; I was introduced to Faulkner alongside such authors as F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway and Edith Wharton. Literature is no longer my main avenue to
understanding southern culture, but it remains the way that family and friends at home do so,
even if my experiences contradict what they encounter in fiction. It is perhaps for this reason that
I became so intrigued by how popular literature has the power to shape our identities and
understanding of places.
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My process of selecting books for this study reflects the way that many people come to
bestsellers. I asked friends and family to recommend popular, contemporary southern fiction that
they enjoyed. I browsed shelves at bookstores, admired covers and read blurbs. I narrowed my
focus to twenty-first century novels that were not only bestsellers but literary achievements, and
that were popular nationally and regionally. I made a list of potential novels, read a few first
chapters, and chose the ones that spoke to me most as a reader. The process was all about appeal
and snap decisions, which I believe was effective because it is how many other readers choose
their books too. I tried to control for books being popular due to an already-established author
notoriety, by choosing debut or first bestsellers. Once I neared the end of this project, I came to
realize that I unconsciously chose novels that correspond to the places I have lived in the South,
my three of the “many souths.” Smith and McCorkle became familiar names to me during my
year in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Cash and Rash were both recommended to me during my
summer internship at the Hub City Writers Project in Spartanburg, South Carolina; I am also
familiar with western North Carolina as it is where my fiancé grew up. The themes explored by
Stockett and Kidd resonate with me as a Southern Studies student in Oxford, Mississippi; in this
two year period, I have thought more about race than any other time in my life. Like many
readers, I was looking into these books for some understanding of my own identity and sense of
place.
Although I have personal ties to the places of the novels – and even personal connections
to many of the authors, through friends, colleagues and faculty members – one chapter in
particular was much more challenging to write than the others. I began this project by writing
about The Help and The Secret Life of Bees, but I had to keep returning to the chapter again and
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again over a period of almost ten months; each new analysis never felt penetrating enough. In
some ways, this was due to the controversial content, and my desire to achieve a balanced,
appropriate exploration of what it means to be a popular white author writing black characters. I
believe that the main explanation for such difficulties was due to the context in which I read the
novels. Unlike the other four novels, which I chose to read with this project in mind, The Help
and The Secret Life of Bees were first given to me as gifts from my mother, who greatly enjoyed
them and saw no reason to criticize the content. I read them at my parents' home in England, The
Secret Life of Bees shortly before I moved to North Carolina and The Help shortly before I
moved to Mississippi. During both reading periods, I did not yet call the South home, and I did
not truly appreciate how much these novels reflected contemporary social issues; it was therefore
easier for me to ignore the problematic elements of the novels in favor of the uplifting themes
and amusing characters.
My attachment to these novels is not very complicated, as I associate them with a positive
reading experience – and the shared reading experiences with English friends and family, who
remain uninterested in dissecting them – but it is different for a southerner. Southern readers who
identify with Skeeter or Lily – or indeed, identify as Aibileen or August and feel as though their
voice was taken away – are caught in a real debate about the meaning and substance of these
books. Some critics argue that novels written by African American authors, even those that did
not live through the civil rights era, are more valid than what Kidd and Stockett have to offer.
Though I believe Kidd and Stockett are certainly limited due to their privilege, their work is
empathetic, and I do not think it is completely invalid for understanding racial disparity. The
popularity of the novels speaks to the role of race in bestsellers as a cultural item. During the
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beginning stages of this project, I was anxious about creating a diverse selection of bestsellers,
and I strove to consider authors of different ethnic and class backgrounds, as well as those from
different southern states. However, as I have already explained, I gravitated towards those that
spoke to my own southern experiences. I also looked for books that were strongly categorized as
“southern” and had very high sales. Overwhelmingly, a “southern bestseller” is the work of a
white author. This reflects the whiteness of mainstream publishing and points to a troubling idea
about the exclusivity of the South's enduring image.
Just as popular novels can negatively influence the understanding of regional and
personal identities through the propagation of stereotypes, they also have the potential to
encourage meaningful and nuanced discussion of social issues. If Boris Kachka's prediction is
correct, that large publishing houses will increasingly prefer novels that are palatable and
unassuming, small presses may come to the forefront in filling this void. Small presses are still in
a position to publish books that have complex yet captivating content, capable of receiving
national attention. Though not a work of fiction, Out Loud: The Best of Rainbow Radio, is an
example of how the internet may change a book's potential to become a bestseller. Out Loud is a
collection of oral histories of gay and lesbian South Carolinians, published in 2010 by Hub City
Press. In February 2014, the book became a subject of national discussion when the news spread
that the South Carolina Legislature would be fining the University of South Carolina Upstate for
assigning it as a freshman read. The story was covered by Publisher's Weekly, Huffington Post,
Slate, Gawker and others, which lead to so much interest that Out Loud became the second
bestselling LGBT book in the country during the last week of February 2014, and inspired the
campaign Writers Speaking Out Loud.1 Out Loud's success is not only due to the controversy and
1 “Out Loud”, Hub City Press, accessed April 17, 2014. http://hubcity.org/press/catalog/other/out-loud.
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the question of censorship, but also to the power of social media, and the accessibility of
ordering books online. This could have a remarkable impact on how and where bestsellers are
produced. For southern bestsellers, this could mean greater participation by southern presses in
the publishing industry, more resistance to stereotypical content, and an enhanced sense of social
consciousness about the South.
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